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Chapter 1
Introduction to Public 
Chapter 1
I tion to Public Speaking
After reading this chapter, students will be able to:
•	 understand the benefits of taking a course 	
	 about communication strategies and 	 	
	 performance, 
•	 explain the benefits people get from engaging 
	 in public speaking, and 
•	 identify strategies for effectively composing 	
	 and delivering ceremonial speeches.
Public speaking in the twenty-first century 
Public speaking is the process of designing and delivering a 
message to an audience. Effective public speaking involves 
understanding your audience and speaking goals, choosing 
elements for the speech that will engage your audience with 
your topic, and delivering your message skillfully. Good 
public speakers understand that they must plan, organize, 
and revise their material in order to develop an effective 
speech. This book will help you understand the basics of 
effective public speaking and guide you through the process 
of creating your own presentations. We’ll begin by discussing 
the ways in which public speaking is relevant to you and can 
benefit you in your career, education, and personal life. 
In a world where people are bombarded with messages 
through television, social media, and the Internet, one of the 
first questions you may ask is, “Do people still give 
speeches?” Well, type the words “public speaking” into 
Amazon.com or Barnesandnoble.com, and you will find more 
than two thousand books with the words “public speaking” 
in the title. Most of these and other books related to public 
speaking are not college textbooks. In fact, many books 
written about public speaking are intended for very specific 
audiences: A Handbook of Public Speaking for Scientists and 
Engineers (by Peter Kenny), Excuse Me! Let Me Speak!: A 
Young Person’s Guide to Public Speaking (by Michelle J. 
Dyett-Welcome), Professionally Speaking: Public Speaking 
for Health Professionals (by Frank De Piano and Arnold 
Melnick), and Speaking Effectively: A Guide for Air Force 
Speakers (by John A. Kline). Although these different books 
address specific issues related to nurses, engineers, or air 
force officers, the content is basically the same. If you search 
for “public speaking” in an online academic database, you’ll 
find numerous articles on public speaking in business 
magazines (e.g., BusinessWeek, Nonprofit World) and 
academic journals (e.g., Harvard Business Review, Journal of 
Business Communication). There is so much information 
available about public speaking because it continues to be 
relevant even with the growth of technological means of 
communication. As author and speaker Scott Berkun writes 
in his blog, “For all our tech, we’re still very fond of the most 
low tech thing there is: a monologue” (Berkun, 2009). People 
continue to spend millions of dollars every year to listen to 
professional speakers. For example, attendees of the 2010 
TED (Technology, Entertainment, Design) conference, which 
invites speakers from around the world to share their ideas in 
short, eighteen-minute presentations, paid six thousand 
dollars per person to listen to fifty speeches over a four-day 
period. 
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Section 1
Why public speaking matters today
Technology can also help public speakers reach audiences 
that were not possible to reach in the past. Millions of people 
heard about and then watched Randy Pausch’s “Last 
Lecture” online. In this captivating speech, Randy Pausch, a 
Carnegie Mellon University professor who retired at age forty-
six after developing inoperable tumors, delivered his last 
lecture to the students, faculty, and staff. This inspiring 
speech was turned into a DVD and a best-selling book that 
was eventually published in more than thirty-five languages 
(Carnegie Mellon University, 2011). 
We realize that you may not be invited to TED to give the 
speech of your life or create a speech so inspirational that it 
touches the lives of millions via YouTube; however, all of us 
will find ourselves in situations where we will be asked to give 
a speech, make a presentation, or just deliver a few words. In 
this chapter, we will first address why public speaking is 
important, and then we will discuss models that illustrate the 
process of public speaking itself. 
Why is public speaking important? 
In today’s world, we are constantly bombarded with 
messages both good and bad. No matter where you live, 
where you work or go to school, or what kinds of media you 
use, you are probably exposed to hundreds. if not thousands, 
of advertising messages every day. Researcher Norman W. 
Edmund estimates that by 2020 the amount of knowledge in 
the world will double every seventy-three days (Edmund, 
2005). Because we live in a world where we are overwhelmed 
with content, communicating information in a way that is 
accessible to others is more important today than ever 
before. To help us further under- stand why public speaking 
is important, we will first examine public speaking in 
everyday life. We will then discuss how public speaking can 
benefit you personally. 
Everyday public speaking
Every single day people across the United States and around 
the world stand up in front of some kind of audience and 
speak. In fact, there’s even a monthly publication that 
reproduces some of the top speeches from around the 
United States called Vital Speeches of the Day. Although 
public speeches are of various types, they can generally be 
grouped into three categories based on their intended 
purpose: informative, persuasive, and entertaining. 
Informative speaking 
One of the most common types of public speaking is 
informative speaking. The primary purpose of informative 
presentations is to share one’s knowledge of a subject with 
an audience. Reasons for making an informative speech vary 
widely. For example, you might be asked to instruct a group 
of coworkers on how to use new computer software or to 
report to a group of managers how your latest project is 
coming along. A local community group might wish to hear 
about your volunteer activities in New Orleans during spring 
break, or your classmates may want you to share your 
expertise on Mediterranean cooking. What all these 
examples have in common is the goal of imparting 
information to an audience. 
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Informative speaking is integrated into many different 
occupations. Physicians often lecture about their areas of 
expertise to medical students, other physicians, and patients. 
Teachers find themselves present- ing to parents as well as 
to their students. Firefighters give demonstrations about how 
to effectively control a fire in the house. Informative speaking 
is a common part of numerous jobs and other everyday 
activities. As a result, learning how to speak effectively has 
become an essential skill in today’s world. 
Persuasive speaking 
A second common reason for speaking to an audience is to 
persuade others. In our everyday lives, we are often called on 
to convince, motivate, or otherwise persuade others to 
change their beliefs, take an action, or reconsider a decision. 
Advocating for music education in your local school district, 
convinc- ing clients to purchase your company’s products, or 
inspiring high school students to attend college all involve 
influencing other people through public speaking. 
For some people, such as elected officials, giving persuasive 
speeches is a crucial part of attaining and continuing career 
success. Other people make careers out of speaking to 
groups of people who pay to listen to them. Motivational 
authors and speakers, such as Les Brown, make millions of 
dollars each year from people who want to be motivated to 
do better in their lives. Brian Tracy, another professional 
speaker and author, specializes in helping business leaders 
become more productive and effective in the workplace. 
Whether public speaking is something you do every day or 
just a few times a year, persuading others is a challenging 
task. If you develop the skill to persuade effectively, it can be 
personally and professionally rewarding. 
Entertaining speaking 
Entertaining speaking involves an array of speaking 
occasions ranging from introductions to wedding toasts, to 
presenting and accepting awards, to delivering eulogies at 
funerals and memorial services in addition to after-dinner 
speeches and motivational speeches. Entertaining speaking 
has been important since the time of the ancient Greeks, 
when Aristotle identified epideictic speaking (speaking in a 
ceremonial context) as an important type of address. As with 
persuasive and informative speaking, there are professionals, 
from religious leaders to comedians, who make a living 
simply from delivering entertaining speeches. As anyone who 
has watched an awards show on television or has seen an 
incoherent best man deliver a wedding toast can attest, 
speaking to entertain is a task that requires preparation and 
practice to be effective. 
Personal benefits of public speaking 
Oral communication skills were the number one skill that 
college graduates found useful in the business world, 
according to a study by sociologist Andrew Zekeri (Zekeri, 
2004). That fact alone makes learning about public speaking 
worthwhile. However, there are many other benefits of 
communicating effectively for the hundreds of thousands of 
college students every year who take public speaking 
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courses. Let’s take a look at some of the personal benefits 
you’ll get both from a course in public speaking and from 
giving public speeches. 
Benefits of public speaking courses 
In addition to learning the process of creating and delivering 
an effective speech, students of public speaking leave the 
class with a number of other benefits as well. Some of these 
benefits include:
	 • developing critical thinking skills,  
 
	 • fine-tuning verbal and nonverbal skills, and 
 
	 • overcoming fear of public speaking. 
Developing critical thinking skills 
One of the very first benefits you will gain from your public 
speaking course is an increased ability to think critically. 
Problem solving is one of many critical thinking skills you will 
engage in during this course. For example, when preparing a 
persuasive speech, you’ll have to think through real problems 
affecting your campus, community, or the world and provide 
possible solutions to those problems. You’ll also have to 
think about the positive and negative consequences of your 
solutions and then communicate your ideas to others. At first, 
it may seem easy to come up with solutions for a campus 
problem such as a shortage of parking spaces: just build 
more spaces. But after thinking and researching further you 
may find out that building costs, environmental impact from 
loss of green space, maintenance needs, or limited locations 
for additional spaces make this solution impractical. Being 
able to think through problems and analyze the potential 
costs and benefits of solutions is an essential part of critical 
thinking and of public speaking aimed at persuading others. 
These skills will help you not only in public speaking contexts 
but throughout your life as well. As we stated earlier, college 
graduates in Zekeri’s study rated oral communication skills 
as the most useful for success in the business world. The 
second most valuable skill they reported was problem-
solving ability, so your public speaking course is doubly 
valuable! 
Another benefit to public speaking is that it will enhance your 
ability to conduct and analyze research. Public speakers 
must provide credible evidence within their speeches if they 
are going to persuade various audiences. So your public 
speaking course will further refine your ability to find and 
utilize a range of sources. 
Fine-tuning verbal & nonverbal skills 
A second benefit of taking a public speaking course is that it 
will help you fine-tune your verbal and nonverbal 
communication skills. Whether you competed in public 
speaking in high school or this is your first time speaking in 
front of an audience, having the opportunity to actively 
practice communication skills and receive professional 
feedback will help you become a better overall 
communicator. Often, people don’t even realize that they twirl 
their hair or repeatedly mispronounce words while speaking 
in public settings until they receive feedback from a teacher 
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during a public speaking course. People around the United 
States will often pay speech coaches over one hundred 
dollars per hour to help them enhance their speaking skills. 
You have a built-in speech coach right in your classroom, so 
it is to your advantage to use the opportunity to improve your 
verbal and nonverbal communication skills. 
Overcoming fear of public speaking 
An additional 
benefit of 
taking a public 
speaking class 
is that it will 
help reduce 
your fear of 
public 
speaking. 
Whether 
they’ve 
spoken in public a lot or are just getting started, most people 
experience some anxiety when engaging in public speaking. 
Heidi Rose and Andrew Rancer evaluated students’ levels of 
public speaking anxiety during both the first and last weeks 
of their public speaking class and found that those levels 
decreased over the course of the semester (Rose & Rancer, 
1993). One explanation is that people often have little 
exposure to public speaking. By taking a course in public 
speaking, students become better acquainted with the public 
speaking process, making them more confident and less 
apprehensive. In addition, you will learn specific strategies for 
overcoming the challenges of speech anxiety. 
Benefits of engaging in public speaking 
Once you’ve learned the basic skills associated with public 
speaking, you’ll find that being able to effectively speak in 
public has profound benefits, including:
	 •	 influencing the world around you,  
	 •	 developing leadership skills, and
	 •	 becoming a thought leader.  
 
Influencing the world around you 
If you don’t like something about your local government, then 
speak out about your issue! One of the best ways to get our 
society to change is through the power of speech. Common 
citizens in the United States and around the world, like you, 
are influencing the world in real ways through the power of 
speech. Just type the words “citizens speak out” in a search 
engine and you’ll find numerous examples of how common 
citizens use the power of speech to make real changes in the 
world—for example, by speaking out against “fracking” for 
natural gas (a process in which chemicals are injected into 
rocks in an attempt to open them up for fast flow of natural 
gas or oil) or in favor of retaining a popular local sheriff. One 
of the amazing parts of being a citizen in a democracy is the 
right to stand up and speak out, which is a luxury many 
people in the world do not have. So if you don’t like 
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something, be the force of change you’re looking for through 
the power of speech. 
Developing leadership skills 
Have you ever thought about climbing the corporate ladder 
and eventually finding yourself in a management or other 
leadership position? If so, then public speaking skills are very 
important. Hackman and Johnson assert that effective public 
speaking skills are a necessity for all leaders (Hackman & 
Johnson, 2004). If you want people to follow you, you have to 
communicate effectively and clearly what followers should 
do. According to Bender, “Powerful leadership comes from 
knowing what matters to you. Powerful presentations come 
from expressing this effectively. It’s important to develop 
both” (Bender, 1998). One of the most important skills for 
leaders to develop is their public speaking skills, which is 
why executives spend millions of dollars every year going to 
public speaking workshops; hiring public speaking coaches; 
and buying public speaking books, CDs, and DVDs. 
Becoming a Thought Leader  
 
Even if you are not in an official leadership position, effective 
public speaking can help you become a “thought leader.” 
Joel Kurtzman, editor of Strategy & Business, coined this 
term to call attention to individuals who contribute new ideas 
to the world of business. According to business consultant 
Ken Lizotte, “when your colleagues, prospects, and 
customers view you as one very smart guy or gal to know, 
then you’re a thought leader” (Lizotte, 2008). Typically, 
thought leaders engage in a range of behaviors, including 
enacting and conducting research on business practices. To 
achieve thought leader status, individuals must communicate 
their ideas to others through both writing and public 
speaking. Lizotte demonstrates how becoming a thought 
leader can be personally and financially rewarding at the 
same time: when others look to you as a thought leader, you 
will be more desired and make more money as a result. 
Business gurus often refer to “intellectual capital,” or the 
combination of your knowledge and ability to communicate 
that knowledge to others (Lizotte, 2008). Whether standing 
before a group of executives discussing the next great trend 
in business or delivering a webinar (a seminar over the web), 
thought leaders use public speaking every day to create the 
future that the rest of us live in. 
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The previous section is provided by the University of 
Minnesota Libraries Publishing’s Stand up, Speak out: 
The Practice and Ethics of Public Speaking.
Public speaking doesn’t just occur in communication classes 
or in academic settings. Most communication instructors try 
to connect the content of their course to the real world and 
to other courses, but many students fail to follow up on that 
connection. To get the most out of this course, you should be 
able to see how communication skills in general, and 
speaking skills in particular, integrate into various parts of 
your lives. 
This book approaches communication from an integrative 
learning perspective that encourages teachers and students 
to apply the content of a class to other courses, personal 
contexts, and professional contexts and then reflect on those 
connections. Integrative and reflective thinking about 
communication helps us realize that the expectations for 
speaking are context specific. 
When we can draw on particular skills in order to adapt to 
our communication situation, we will be more successful in 
our classes, workplaces, and communities. This chapter 
highlights these connections and can hopefully serve as a 
resource and a reminder, once you have completed this 
course, of the important roles that speaking plays in various 
aspects of your life. 
Speaking in personal & civic contexts 
Speaking in personal contexts includes elements of all three 
general purposes we learned earlier. You may inform an 
audience about an upcoming speaker during a speech of 
introduction or use humor to entertain during a toast. People 
are also compelled to speak about issues they care about, 
which may entail using persuasive strategies to advocate for 
a person, group, or issue. 
Speaking on special occasions 
Ceremonial speaking refers to speeches of praise, tribute, 
and celebration that bring audiences together on special 
occasions. Although most communication classes cover 
informative and persuasive speaking more than ceremonial 
speaking, I have had many students tell me after taking the 
class that the guidelines they learned for speaking on special 
occasions have been very useful for them. Before we get into 
specific examples of ceremonial speeches, we’ll discuss 
three general guidelines for ceremonial speeches: be 
prepared, be brief, and be occasion focused. 
Speakers should always be prepared for a speech, but this 
can be challenging with special-occasion speaking because 
it is often unexpected. Even though most special occasions 
are planned, the speaking that goes on during these events 
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Section 2
Public speaking in various contexts
isn’t always as planned. One reason for this lack of 
preparation is that people often, mistakenly, think they can 
“wing” a toast, introduction, or acceptance speech. Another 
reason is that special occasion speeches can “sneak up” on 
you if the person in charge of the event didn’t plan ahead for 
the speaking parts of the program and has to ask people to 
participate at the last minute. More than once, I have been 
asked to introduce a guest speaker at an event at the last 
minute. Given these reasons, it should be clear that even 
though ceremonial speeches are brief and don’t require the 
research of other speech types, they still require planning, 
good content, and good delivery. 
Special occasion speeches should always be brief, unless 
otherwise noted. With only a couple exceptions, these 
speeches are shorter than other speech types. Special 
occasions are planned events, and a speaker is just one part 
of a program. There may be a dinner planned, a special 
surprise coming up, other people to be honored, or even a 
limit on how long the group can use the facility. So delivering 
a long speech on such an occasion will likely create timing 
problems for the rest of the program. 
A special occasion speech should focus on the occasion. 
You will almost always be speaking about someone or 
something else like a group, organization, or event, so don’t 
make the speech about you. Strategies for effective delivery 
still apply to special-occasion speeches. Since these 
occasions are often celebratory, it is important to be 
enthusiastic or reverent to the tone of the occasion. A toast 
may be lighthearted and jovial, a eulogy somber, a tribute 
stirring, or an acceptance speech celebratory. Even when 
accepting an award, speakers will spend most of their 
speech talking about others rather than them. 
Speech of introduction 
Five minutes after I felt a tap on my shoulder, I was 
introducing the provost of the university. I didn’t know before 
the tap that I was going to introduce him, and I didn’t know 
that much about him. This is just one example of how 
special-occasion speeches can sneak up on you. Knowing 
this can help you “expect the unexpected.” As we learned 
earlier, speaking anxiety increases when there is little time to 
prepare and practice a speech. Despite the lack of notice 
and my lack of knowledge about the person I would soon 
introduce, I drew on my knowledge of special-occasion 
speaking and made the most out of my five minutes of prep 
time. 
A speech of introduction is a speech in which one speaker 
briefly introduces an upcoming speaker who is usually the 
focus of the occasion. Such speeches are usually only one to 
two minutes long. The first step in preparing a speech of 
introduction is to get to know the person you’re introducing. 
If you’ve been asked to introduce someone, you are likely 
part of the team planning the event or you have a relationship 
with the person. If you already know the person and have a 
relationship with them, then this step is easily checked off the 
preparation list. If you’ve just been asked to introduce the 
guest because you are involved in the planning of the event, 
then you have hopefully been asked in advance and can take 
some time to get to know the person. You can find 
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biographical information about many people online, through 
their professional or personal websites or social media 
profiles. The guest may have already sent a bio (a 
biographical sketch with information about their life and 
accomplishments) to put in the program. You want to make 
sure the information is up to date and valid, so it’s good to 
verify any information found on the Internet or just contact 
the person directly to ask for a bio. 
While these are good places to start to get to know the 
person you will introduce, it’s good to have some personal 
connection, too. You may want to communicate directly with 
the person and ask them a couple questions that you think 
the audience might find interesting but aren’t included in the 
typical bio. Such direct communication might also allow you 
to make the introduction more personal, as you can note the 
lunch, phone call, or e-mail exchanges during your speech. In 
my situation, since I wasn’t able to get to know the person, I 
had to rely on the information from the bio included in the 
program. 
During the speech of introduction, make sure to say the 
person’s name, correctly, several times. It so happened that 
the person I was introducing unexpectedly had a last name 
that was difficult for me to pronounce. So, after reviewing the 
bio and picking out highlights, I confirmed the pronunciation 
of his name with a couple people at the event who knew how 
to say it and then spent much of the remainder of my time 
saying the last name over and over. Mispronouncing 
someone’s name is embarrassing for the speaker and the 
audience. 
You should also establish the speaker’s credentials and 
credibility. Do not read the person’s bio to the audience, 
especially if that bio is already included in the program. 
Remember, you are engaging in public speaking, not public 
reading. A bio that you pull from the Internet may also include 
information and accomplishments that aren’t relevant to the 
occasion or the speaker’s content. If you were introducing a 
speaker at a civic organization, it might be more relevant to 
focus on her community engagement and service rather than 
her academic accomplishments. Keep in mind the 
introduction sets up an audience’s expectations for the 
speaker. You want to share his or her relevant credentials and 
your personal connection, if there is one, but make sure you 
don’t “over sell” it, as in the following example: “Marko is one 
of the smartest and funniest people I have ever met. I have 
no doubts that he will both enlighten and entertain you with 
his presentation today!” 
A speech of introduction also helps set the tone for the 
upcoming speaker and establish a relationship between the 
audience and speaker (Toastmasaters International, 2012). It 
is important that the tone you set matches with that of the 
upcoming speaker. Just as a heavy metal warm-up band 
wouldn’t be a good setup for Celine Deon, a humorous and 
lighthearted introduction for a speaker with a serious topic 
would create an inconsistency in tone that could be 
uncomfortable for the speaker and the audience. By setting 
the tone, you help establish a relationship between the 
speaker and the audience. If you’re unsure of the tone or 
content of the person’s speech, you should contact that 
speaker or the event planner to find out. You also want to 
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establish your own credibility and goodwill by being prepared 
in terms of content and delivery and expressing your thanks 
for being asked to introduce the speaker. 
A speech of welcome is similar to a speech of introduction, 
but instead of introducing an audience to an upcoming 
speaker, you introduce the audience to upcoming events. If 
you are asked to deliver a speech of welcome, you’re likely a 
representative of the group that planned or is hosting the 
event. Since a welcome speaker is usually the first speaker of 
the day and the proceeding sessions are timed, this is 
definitely an occasion where brevity will be appreciated. 
Getting behind schedule on the first presentation isn’t a good 
way to start the day. Aside from graciously welcoming the 
audience, you should also provide key information about 
upcoming events and acknowledge key participants. In terms 
of previewing the events, do not read through a program or 
schedule if it’s something that audience members already 
have in their possession. You can reference the program, but 
allow them to read it on their own. You may want to highlight 
a couple things on the program like a keynote speaker or 
awards ceremony. Definitely make sure to announce any 
changes in the schedule so people can plan accordingly. 
Thank any sponsors, especially if they are in attendance, and 
acknowledge any VIP guests. 
Welcome speakers should also convey logistical information 
that audience members may need to know, which helps 
answer questions before the audience needs to ask them. 
Many people may not be familiar with a facility, so it may be 
necessary to inform them where the coffee and snacks are, 
where the restrooms are, or other simple logistics. Welcome 
speeches are often allotted more time than is needed, but do 
not feel obligated to fill that time. Audience members will not 
be upset if you finish early, as they may have some last-
minute things to do before the event gets started, and it 
doesn’t hurt to get a little ahead of schedule, since things will 
inevitably get behind later on. 
For the speeches previously discussed, just as with all 
speeches, it’s important to know your audience. The nature 
of ceremonial speaking occasions helps facilitate audience 
and situational analysis. If you’re asked to speak at such an 
occasion, you can usually get information from the event 
planner or coordinator, who should know the expectations for 
the tone and the general makeup of the audience. 
Toast 
Cheers, slainte, skal, prost, and salud! All these words could 
form the basis for a toast, which is a ceremonial speech that 
praises or conveys goodwill or blessings in honor of a 
person, accomplishment, or event. 
Toasts are usually the shortest special occasion speech, 
which is good since people’s arms get tired if they have to 
hold their drink up in the air for too long. The degree of 
preparation needed for a toast varies more than any other 
special-occasion speech type. Some toasts are practically 
spontaneous and will therefore have to be impromptu. 
People can toast an accomplishment, completion of a task, a 
holiday such as New Year’s Eve, a favorite sports team 
winning, or the anniversary of a special event. Wedding 
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toasts are more 
formal and more 
preparation is 
needed and 
expected. Although 
toasts are generally 
supposed to be 
conversational and 
appear 
spontaneous, 
because that makes 
the content seem more genuine, in situations that are more 
formal or where there is much at stake, brief notes are OK. 
You wouldn’t want to see a person giving a toast pull out a 
stack of note cards, though. 
Toasts are definitely a time to include a brief personal 
anecdote and/or humor, but always make sure to test your 
story or joke out on someone who knows you and knows the 
person or people you will be toasting. As I’ve already warned, 
using humor in a speech can be dangerous, since most 
people who try to use humor publicly think they are funnier 
than they actually are. Not having someone else vet your 
toast material can lead to embarrassment for many people. 
Aside from having someone review your content, it’s also a 
good idea to not get too “toasty” before you deliver your 
toast, or the story or joke that you decided to leave out 
earlier may find its way back into the speech. Awkward and 
embarrassing toasts make funny scenes in movies and 
television shows, but they usually go smoother in real life, 
especially if you follow the previous advice. You can also 
spice up your toast by adding a cultural flair. 
Speaking as an advocate in personal & civic contexts 
People are often required or expected to speak as part of 
their academic or professional duties. However, there may 
also be times when you are compelled to speak or choose to 
speak because you care about a topic or an issue. Advocacy 
speaking occurs in contexts that are civic and/or personal, 
such as at a city council meeting, at a student group 
meeting, when you post a link on your Facebook page asking 
your friends to sign a petition, or when you encourage your 
friends to vote. 
In the 1950s, radio broadcast pioneer Edward R. Murrow 
hosted a brief radio segment on which people read essays 
about their beliefs and lives. Fifty years later, the concept was 
reborn on National Public Radio and is now an ongoing 
national project that still produces radio segments, has a free 
podcast, and produces books. This I Believe speeches 
encourage people to use the power of their voice to speak 
from a personal context in a way can inspire, motivate, and 
resonate with others. In such cases, we can see that 
personal speeches can cross into civic contexts. Using 
personal narratives as a basis for advocacy and social 
change is not new, as stories have been used to move 
people to action in many historical situations. Personal 
testimony, witnesses of injustice, and people sharing their 
everyday experiences can have a powerful effect on the 
world. I have enjoyed having my students do This I Believe 
speeches, and even if this isn’t a speech assignment in your 
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class, it is a good way to practice your speaking and writing 
skills, and it can be fun and inspirational. 
Here are some guidelines for the This I Believe speech. Tell a 
story with your speech and make it personal. Since this 
speech is about you and your belief, use personal pronouns 
like I and we and connect to your audience by using you, us, 
and our. Even if the belief you are focusing on is abstract, 
and many are, ground it in events from your life that your 
audience can relate to. Such events or moments may include 
instances when your belief was formed, tested, or changed. 
The core belief should be something that can be easily 
summed up as a thesis statement and elaborated on and 
supported in the main points. Be positive in your speech by 
focusing on what you believe, not what you don’t believe. 
Don’t make this a soapbox speech, and don’t use the speech 
to preach or editorialize. You can listen to and/or read many 
examples of these speeches at the following National Public 
Radio link.
There are many opportunities to engage in public advocacy, 
which is engaging people through responsible 
communication that seeks to make a better world for our 
loved ones and our communities (Warren & Fassett, 2011). 
This view of communication acknowledges the power of our 
words to transform the world around us and that we have an 
ethical responsibility to advocate for a world that better 
serves the interests and needs of us all. Speaking as an 
advocate requires a person to take pause and think about his 
or her own commitments and responsibilities (Warren & 
Fassett, 2011). When you are compelled to speak up in the 
face of an injustice that was committed against you or that 
you have witnessed being committed against others, you are 
choosing to take a stand, making a commitment to an issue, 
and accepting responsibility for your words and actions. Your 
first steps toward advocacy may be small and 
uncomfortable. You may not even be sure what issues or 
causes you care about. Once you know, you can take small 
steps, as Gandhi noted, to be the change you want to see in 
the world. As you take steps to model a desired change and 
speak out, you will begin to learn more about yourself, your 
place in the world, and the issues that move you. You will 
likely then feel more compelled to share that information with 
others. 
Speaking as an advocate doesn’t mean you argue for your 
community or your view at the expense of others. Advocates 
invite their listeners to engage with them and consider the 
complexity of an issue. As speakers we have to be open to 
the perspectives of others as we expect them to be open to 
ours. This creates an opportunity for growth. Change 
happens when people choose to change, not when they are 
forced to change. For change to happen, all parties in an 
interaction need to be open to dialogue, growth, and 
transformation (Foss & Foss, 2003). 
Teaching is a form of advocacy, but you don’t have to be a 
teacher to teach. We all teach in various capacities as 
friends, parents, and community members. As we teach, we 
build bridges between different areas of thoughts and 
actions. This is a process that helps build communities and 
alliances. Ask yourself, “What kind of community do I want? 
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What role will I play in creating that community? What work 
am I willing to do and what sacrifices am I willing to make to 
create and nurture that community?” (Warren & Fassett, 
2011). 
As speakers, we must seize opportunities we have to speak 
and use them to talk about socially significant topics that 
matter to us and our communities. 
Speaking about these topics 
invites others who hear us to think 
about their position in the world 
and reflect on their own 
responsibilities as communicators, 
which can spread advocacy and 
lead to social change. 
Speaking in business 
settings 
Most people’s goal for a college 
degree is to work in a desired 
career field. Many of you are 
probably working while taking this 
class and already have experience 
with speaking in business settings. 
As you advance in your career, and 
potentially change career paths as many Americans do now, 
the nature of your communication and the contexts in which 
you speak will change. Today’s workers must be able to 
adapt content, level of formality, and format to various 
audiences including the public, clients, and colleagues 
(Dannels, 2001). What counts as a good communicator for 
one audience and in one field may not in another. There is 
wide variety of research and resources related to business 
communication that cannot be included in this section. 
Adapt to your audience 
Even though much of the day-to-
day communication within 
organizations is written in the form 
of memos, e- mails, and reports, 
oral communication has an 
important place. The increase in 
documentation is related to an 
epidemic of poor listening. Many 
people can’t or don’t try to retain 
information they receive aurally, 
while written communication 
provides a record and proof that all 
the required and detailed 
information was conveyed. An 
increase in written communication 
adds time and costs that oral 
communication doesn’t. Writing 
and reading are slower forms of 
communication than speaking, and 
face-to-face speaking uses more human senses, allows for 
feedback and clarification, and helps establish relationships 
(Nichols & Stevens, 1999). 
It’s important to remember that many people do not practice 
good listening skills and that being understood contributes to 
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effectiveness and success. You obviously can’t make 
someone listen better or require him or her to listen actively, 
but you can strive to make your communication more 
listenable and digestible for various audiences. 
Speaking to executives/supervisors 
Upward communication includes speeches, proposals, or 
briefings that are directed at audience members who hold 
higher positions in the organizational hierarchy than the 
sender. Upward communication is usually the most lacking 
within an organization, so it is important to take advantage of 
the opportunity and use it to your advantage (Nichols & 
Stevens, 1999). These messages usually function to inform 
supervisors about the status or results of projects and 
provide suggestions for improvement, which can help people 
feel included in the organizational process and lead to an 
increased understanding and acceptance of management 
decisions (Adler & Elmhorst, 2005). So how do we adapt 
messages for upward communication? 
The “executive summary” emerged from the fact that 
executives have tightly scheduled days and prefer concise, 
relevant information. Executive summaries are usually 
produced in written form but must also be conveyed orally. 
You should build some repetition and redundancy into an oral 
presentation of an executive summary, but you do not need 
such repetition in the written version. This allows you to 
emphasize a main idea while leaving some of the supporting 
facts out of an oral presentation. If an executive or supervisor 
leaves a presentation with a clear understanding of the main 
idea, the supporting material and facts will be meaningful 
when they are reviewed later. 
However, leaving a presentation with facts but not the main 
idea may result in the need for another presentation or 
briefing, which costs an organization time and money. Even 
when such a misunderstanding is due to the executives’ poor 
listening skills, it will likely be you who is blamed. 
Employees want to be seen as competent, and 
demonstrating oral communication skills is a good way to be 
noticed and show off your technical and professional abilities 
(Bartolome, 1999). Presentations are “high- visibility tasks” 
that establish a person’s credibility when performed well 
(Weinholdt, 2006). Don’t take advantage of this visibility to 
the point that you perform only for the boss or focus on him 
or her at the expense of other people in the audience. Do, 
however, tailor your message to the “language of 
executives.” Executives and supervisors often have a more 
macro perspective of an organization and may be concerned 
with how day-to- day tasks match with the mission and 
vision of the organization. So making this connection explicit 
in your presentation can help make your presentation stand 
out. 
Speaking to colleagues 
Much of our day-to-day communication in business settings 
is horizontal communication with our colleagues or people 
who are on the same approximate level in the organizational 
hierarchy. This communication may occur between 
colleagues working in the same area or between colleagues 
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with different areas of expertise. Such horizontal 
communication usually functions to help people coordinate 
tasks, solve problems, and share information. When effective, 
this can lead to more cooperation among employees and a 
greater understanding of the “big picture” or larger function 
of an organization. When it is not effective, this can lead to 
territoriality, rivalry, and miscommunication when speaking 
across knowledge and task areas that require specialization 
(Adler & Elmhorst, 2005). 
Many colleagues work collaboratively to share ideas and 
accomplish tasks together. In a sharing environment, it can 
be easy to forget where an idea started. This becomes an 
issue when it comes time for credit or recognition to be 
given. Make sure to give credit to people who worked with 
you on a project or an idea. If you can’t remember where an 
idea came from, it may be better to note that it was a “group 
effort” than to assume it was yours and risk alienating a 
colleague. 
Speaking to clients/customers/funding sources 
Communication to outside stakeholders includes messages 
sent from service providers to people who are not employed 
by the organization but conduct business with or support it. 
These stakeholders include clients, customers, and funding 
sources. Communication to stakeholders may be informative 
or persuasive. When first starting a relationship with one of 
these stakeholders, the communication is likely to be 
persuasive in nature, trying to convince either a client to take 
services, a customer to buy a product, or a funding source to 
provide financing. Once a relationship is established, 
communication may take the form of more informative 
progress reports and again turn persuasive when it comes 
time to renegotiate or renew a contract or agreement. 
As with other types of workplace communication, information 
flow is important. Many people see a lack of information flow 
as a sign of trouble, so make sure to be consistent in your 
level of communication through progress reports or status 
briefings even if there isn’t a major development to report. 
Strategic ambiguity may be useful in some situations, but too 
much ambiguity also leads to suspicions that can damage a 
provider-client relationship. Make sure your nonverbal 
communication doesn’t contradict your verbal 
communication. 
When preparing for a presentation to clients, customers, or 
funding sources, start to establish a relationship before 
actually presenting. This will help you understand what they 
want and need and will allow you to tailor your presentation 
to their needs. These interactions also help establish rapport, 
which can increase your credibility. Many people making a 
proposal mistakenly focus on themselves or their product or 
service. Focus instead on the needs of the client. Listen 
closely to what they say and then explain their needs as you 
see them and how your product or service will satisfy those 
needs (Adler & Elmhorst, 2005). Focus on the positive 
consequences or benefits that will result from initiating a 
business relationship with you. If you’ll recall from Chapter 11 
“Informative and Persuasive Speaking”, this is similar to 
Monroe’s Motivated Sequence organization pattern, which 
gets the audience’s attention, establishes the existence of a 
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need or problem, presents a solution to fill the need, asks the 
audience to visualize positive results of adopting the solution, 
and then calls the audience to action. 
Use sophisticated and professional visual aids to help sell 
your idea, service, or product. You can use strategies from 
our earlier discussion of visual aids, but add a sales twist. 
Develop a “money slide” that gets the audience’s attention 
with compelling and hopefully selling content that makes 
audience members want to reach for their pen to sign a 
check or a contract (Morgan & Whitener, 2006). 
Proposals and pitches may be cut short, so imagine what 
you would do if you arrived to present and were told that you 
had to cut it down to one minute. If you were prepared, you 
could pull out your money slide. The money slide could be 
the most important finding, a startling or compelling statistic, 
an instructive figure or chart, or some other combination of 
text and graphic that connects to the listener. Avoid the 
temptation to make a complicated money slide. The point 
isn’t to fit as much as you can onto one slide but to best 
communicate the most important idea or piece of information 
you have. A verbal version of the money slide is the elevator 
speech. This is your sales pitch that captures the highlights 
of what you have to offer that can be delivered in a short time 
frame. I recommend developing a thirty-second, one-minute, 
and two-minute version of your elevator speech and having it 
on standby at all times. 
Common business presentations 
Now you know how to consider your audience in terms of 
upward, downward, or horizontal communication. You also 
know some of the communication preferences of common 
career fields. Now we will turn our attention to some of the 
most frequent types of business presentations: briefings, 
reports, training, and meetings. 
Briefings 
Briefings are short presentations that either update listeners 
about recent events or provide instructions for how to do 
something job related (Adler & Elmhorst, 2005). Briefings may 
occur as upward, downward, or horizontal communication. 
An industrial designer briefing project managers on the 
preliminary results of testing on a new product design is an 
example of upward briefing. A nurse who is the shift manager 
briefing an incoming shift of nurses on the events of the 
previous shift is an example of downward briefing. A 
representative from human resources briefing colleagues on 
how to use the new workplace identification badges is an 
example of horizontal briefing. 
Briefings that provide instructions like how to use a new 
identification badge are called technical briefings, and they 
are the most common type of workplace presentation 
(Toastmasters International, 2012). For technical briefings, 
consider whether your audience is composed of insiders, 
outsiders, or a mixture of people different levels of familiarity 
with the function, operation, and/or specifications of the 
focus of the briefing. As we have already discussed, 
technical speaking requires an ability to translate unfamiliar 
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or complex information into content that is understandable 
and manageable for others. 
As the name suggests, briefings are brief—usually two or 
three minutes. Since they are content focused, they do not 
require formal speech organization, complete with 
introduction and conclusion. Briefings are often delivered as 
a series of bullet points, organized topically or 
chronologically. The content of a briefing is usually a 
summary of information or a series of distilled facts, so there 
are rarely elements of persuasion in a briefing or much 
supporting information. 
A speaker may use simple visual aids, like an object or even 
a one-page handout, but more complex visual aids are 
usually not appropriate. In terms of delivery, briefings should 
be organized. Since they are usually delivered under time 
constraints and contain important information, brief notes 
and extemporaneous delivery are effective (Adler & Elmhorst, 
2005). 
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The previous section is provided by the University of 
Minnesota Libraries Publishing’s Communication in the 
Real World: An Introduction to Communication Studies.
Chapter 2
The Communication Process
After reading this chapter, students will be able to:
•	 assess and analyze interpersonal 	 	 	
	 communication, 
•	 identify and evaluate the major theories in the 
	 communication process, and 
•	 apply knowledge and the process of public 	
	 speaking to their personal and professional 	
	 experiences.
Communication is a complex process, and it is difficult to 
determine where or with whom a communication encounter 
starts and ends. Models of communication simplify the 
process by providing a visual representation of the various 
aspects of a communication encounter. Some models 
explain communication in more detail than others, but even 
the most complex model still doesn’t recreate what we 
experience in even a moment of a communication encounter. 
Models still serve a valuable purpose for students of 
communication because they allow us to see specific 
concepts and steps within the process of communication, 
define communication, and apply communication concepts. 
When you become aware of how communication functions, 
you can think more deliberately through your communication 
encounters, which can help you better prepare for future 
communication and learn from your previous communication. 
The three models of communication we will discuss are the 
transmission, interaction, and transaction models. 
Although these models of communication differ, they contain 
some common elements. The first two models we will 
discuss, the transmission model and the interaction model, 
include the following parts: participants, messages, 
encoding, decoding, and channels. In communication 
models, the participants are the senders and/or receivers of 
messages in a communication encounter. The message is 
the verbal or nonverbal content being conveyed from sender 
to receiver. For example, when you say “Hello!” to your 
friend, you are sending a message of greeting that will be 
received by your friend. 
The internal cognitive process that allows participants to 
send, receive, and understand messages is the encoding and 
decoding process. Encoding is the process of turning 
thoughts into communication. As we will learn later, the level 
of conscious thought that goes into encoding messages 
varies. Decoding is the process of turning communication 
into thoughts. For example, you may realize you’re hungry 
and encode the following message to send to your 
roommate: “I’m hungry. Do you want to get pizza tonight?” 
As your roommate receives the message, he decodes your 
communication and turns it back into thoughts in order to 
make meaning out of it. Of course, we don’t just 
communicate verbally—we have various options, or channels 
for communication. Encoded messages are sent through a 
channel, or a sensory route on which a message travels, to 
the receiver for decoding. While communication can be sent 
and received using any sensory route (sight, smell, touch, 
taste, or sound), most communication occurs through visual 
(sight) and/or auditory (sound) channels. If your roommate 
has headphones on and is engrossed in a video game, you 
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Section 1
The communication process
may need to get his attention by waving your hands before 
you can ask him about dinner. 
Transmission model of communication 
The transmission model of communication describes 
communication as a linear, one-way process in which a 
sender intentionally transmits a message to a receiver (Ellis & 
McClintock, 1990). This model focuses on the sender and 
message within a communication encounter. Although the 
receiver is included in the model, this role is viewed as more 
of a target or end point rather than part of an ongoing 
process. We are left to presume that the receiver either 
successfully receives and understands the message or does 
not. The scholars who designed this model extended on a 
linear model proposed by Aristotle centuries before that 
included a speaker, message, and hearer. They were also 
influenced by the advent and spread of new communication 
technologies of the time such as telegraphy and radio, and 
you can probably see these technical influences within the 
model (Shannon & Weaver, 1949). Think of how a radio 
message is sent from a person in the radio studio to you 
listening in your car. The sender is the radio announcer who 
encodes a verbal message that is transmitted by a radio 
tower through electromagnetic waves (the channel) and 
eventually reaches your (the receiver’s) ears via an antenna 
and speakers in order to be decoded. The radio announcer 
doesn’t really know if you receive his or her message or not, 
but if the equipment is working and the channel is free of 
static, then there is a good chance that the message was 
successfully received. 
 
Since this model is sender and message focused, 
responsibility is put on the sender to help ensure the 
message is successfully conveyed. This model emphasizes 
clarity and effectiveness, but it also acknowledges that there 
are barriers to effective communication. Noise is anything 
that interferes with a message being sent between 
participants in a communication encounter. Even if a speaker 
sends a clear message, noise may interfere with a message 
being accurately received and decoded. The transmission 
model of communication accounts for environmental and 
semantic noise. Environmental noise is any physical noise 
present in a communication encounter. Other people talking 
in a crowded diner could interfere with your ability to transmit 
a message and have it successfully decoded. While 
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environmental noise interferes with the transmission of the 
message, semantic noise refers to noise that occurs in the 
encoding and decoding process when participants do not 
understand a symbol. To use a technical example, FM 
antennae can’t decode AM radio signals and vice versa. 
Likewise, most French speakers can’t decode Swedish and 
vice versa. Semantic noise can also interfere in 
communication between people speaking the same language 
because many words have multiple or unfamiliar meanings. 
Although the transmission model may seem simple or even 
underdeveloped to us today, the creation of this model 
allowed scholars to examine the communication process in 
new ways, which eventually led to more complex models and 
theories of communication that we will discuss more later. 
This model is not quite rich enough to capture dynamic face-
to-face interactions, but there are instances in which 
communication is one-way and linear, especially computer-
mediated communication (CMC). As the following “Getting 
Plugged In” box explains, CMC is integrated into many 
aspects of our lives now and has opened up new ways of 
communicating and brought some new challenges. Think of 
text messaging for example. The transmission model of 
communication is well suited for describing the act of text 
messaging since the sender isn’t sure that the meaning was 
effectively conveyed or that the message was received at all. 
Noise can also interfere with the transmission of a text. If you 
use an abbreviation the receiver doesn’t know or the phone 
autocorrects to something completely different than you 
meant, then semantic noise has interfered with the message 
transmission. I enjoy bargain hunting at thrift stores, so I just 
recently sent a text to a friend asking if she wanted to go 
thrifting over the weekend. After she replied with “What?!?” I 
reviewed my text and saw that my “smart” phone had 
autocorrected thrifting to thrusting! You have likely 
experienced similar problems with text messaging, and a 
quick Google search for examples of text messages made 
funny or embarrassing by the autocorrect feature proves that 
many others do, too. 
Interaction model of communication 
The interaction model of communication describes 
communication as a process in which participants alternate 
positions as sender and receiver and generate meaning by 
sending messages and receiving feedback within physical 
and psychological contexts (Schramm, 1997). Rather than 
illustrating communication as a linear, one-way process, the 
interaction model incorporates feedback, which makes 
communication a more interactive, two-way process. 
Feedback includes messages sent in response to other 
messages. For example, your instructor may respond to a 
point you raise during class discussion or you may point to 
the sofa when your roommate asks you where the remote 
control is. The inclusion of a feedback loop also leads to a 
more complex understanding of the roles of participants in a 
communication encounter. Rather than having one sender, 
one message, and one receiver, this model has two sender-
receivers who exchange messages. Each participant 
alternates roles as sender and receiver in order to keep a 
communication encounter going. Although this seems like a 
perceptible and deliberate process, we alternate between the 
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roles of sender and receiver very quickly and often without 
conscious thought. 
The interaction model is also less message focused and 
more interaction focused. While the transmission model 
focused on how a message was transmitted and whether or 
not it was received, the interaction model is more concerned 
with the communication process itself. In fact, this model 
acknowledges that there are so many messages being sent 
at one time that many of them may not even be received. 
Some messages are also unintentionally sent. Therefore, 
communication isn’t judged effective or ineffective in this 
model based on whether or not a single message was 
successfully transmitted and received. 
 The interaction model takes physical and psychological 
context into account. Physical context includes the 
environmental factors in a communication encounter. The 
size, layout, temperature, and lighting of a space influence 
our communication. Imagine the different physical contexts in 
which job interviews take place and how that may affect your 
communication. I have had job interviews on a sofa in a 
comfortable office, sitting around a large conference table, 
and even once in an auditorium where I was positioned on 
the stage facing about twenty potential colleagues seated in 
the audience. I’ve also been walked around campus to 
interview with various people in temperatures below zero 
degrees. Although I was a little chilly when I got to each 
separate interview, it wasn’t too difficult to warm up and go 
on with the interview. During a job interview in Puerto Rico, 
however, walking around outside wearing a suit in near 90 
degree temperatures created a sweating situation that wasn’t 
pleasant to try to communicate through. Whether it’s the size 
of the room, the temperature, or other environmental factors, 
it’s important to consider the role that physical context plays 
in our communication. 
Psychological context includes the mental and emotional 
factors in a communication encounter. Stress, anxiety, and 
emotions are just some examples of psychological influences 
that can affect our communication. I recently found out some 
troubling news a few hours before a big public presentation. 
It was challenging to try to communicate because the 
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psychological noise triggered by the stressful news kept 
intruding into my other thoughts. Seemingly positive 
psychological states, like experiencing the emotion of love, 
can also affect communication. During the initial stages of a 
romantic relationship individuals may be so “love struck” that 
they don’t see incompatible personality traits or don’t 
negatively evaluate behaviors they might otherwise find off- 
putting. Feedback and context help make the interaction 
model a more useful illustration of the communication 
process, but the transaction model views communication as 
a powerful tool that shapes our realities beyond individual 
communication encounters. 
Transaction model of communication 
As the study of communication progressed, models 
expanded to account for more of the communication 
process. Many scholars view communication as more than a 
process that is used to carry on conversations and convey 
meaning. We don’t send messages like computers, and we 
don’t neatly alternate between the roles of sender and 
receiver as an interaction unfolds. We also can’t consciously 
decide to stop communicating, because communication is 
more than sending and receiving messages. The transaction 
model differs from the transmission and interaction models in 
significant ways, including the conceptualization of 
communication, the role of sender and receiver, and the role 
of context (Barnlund, 1970). 
To review, each model incorporates a different understanding 
of what communication is and what communication does. 
The transmission model views communication as a thing, like 
an information packet, that is sent from one place to another. 
From this view, communication is defined as sending and 
receiving messages. The interaction model views 
communication as an interaction in which a message is sent 
and then followed by a reaction (feedback), which is then 
followed by another reaction, and so on. From this view, 
communication is defined as producing conversations and 
interactions within physical and psychological contexts. The 
transaction model views communication as integrated into 
our social realities in such a way that it helps us not only 
understand them but also create and change them. 
The transaction model of communication describes 
communication as a process in which communicators 
generate social realities within social, relational, and cultural 
contexts. In this model, we don’t just communicate to 
exchange messages; we communicate to create 
relationships, form intercultural alliances, shape our self- 
concepts, and engage with others in dialogue to create 
communities. In short, we don’t communicate about our 
realities; communication helps to construct our realities. 
The roles of sender and receiver in the transaction model of 
communication differ significantly from the other models. 
Instead of labeling participants as senders and receivers, the 
people in a communication encounter are referred to as 
communicators. Unlike the interaction model, which 
suggests that participants alternate positions as sender and 
receiver, the transaction model suggests that we are 
simultaneously senders and receivers. For example, on a first 
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date, as you send verbal messages about your interests and 
background, your date reacts nonverbally. You don’t wait 
until you are done sending your verbal message to start 
receiving and decoding the nonverbal messages of your 
date. Instead, you are simultaneously sending your verbal 
message and receiving your date’s nonverbal messages. This 
is an important addition to the model because it allows us to 
understand how we are able to adapt our communication—
for example, a verbal message—in the middle of sending it 
based on the communication we are simultaneously receiving 
from our communication partner. 
The transaction model also includes a more complex 
understanding of context. The interaction model portrays 
context as physical and psychological influences that 
enhance or impede communication. While these contexts are 
important, they focus on message transmission and 
reception. Since the transaction model of communication 
views communication as a force that shapes our realities 
before and after specific interactions occur, it must account 
for contextual influences outside of a single interaction. To do 
this, the transaction model considers how social, relational, 
and cultural contexts frame and influence our communication 
encounters. 
Social context refers to the stated rules or unstated norms 
that guide communication. As we are socialized into our 
various communities, we learn rules and implicitly pick up on 
norms for communicating. Some common rules that 
influence social contexts include don’t lie to people, don’t 
interrupt people, don’t pass people in line, greet people when 
they greet you, thank people when they pay you a 
compliment, and so on. Parents and teachers often explicitly 
convey these rules to their children or students. Rules may 
be stated over and over, and there may be punishment for 
not following them. 
Norms are social conventions that we pick up on through 
observation, practice, and trial and error. We may not even 
know we are breaking a social norm until we notice people 
looking at us strangely or someone corrects or teases us. For 
example, as a new employee you may over- or underdress 
for the company’s holiday party because you don’t know the 
norm for formality. Although there probably isn’t a stated rule 
about how to dress at the holiday party, you will notice your 
error without someone having to point it out, and you will 
likely not deviate from the norm again in order to save 
yourself any potential embarrassment. Even though breaking 
social norms doesn’t result in the formal punishment that 
might be a consequence of breaking a social rule, the social 
awkwardness we feel when we violate social norms is usually 
enough to teach us that these norms are powerful even 
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though they aren’t made explicit like rules. Norms even have 
the power to override social rules in some situations. To go 
back to the examples of common social rules mentioned 
before, we may break the rule about not lying if the lie is 
meant to save someone from feeling hurt. We often interrupt 
close friends when we’re having an exciting conversation, but 
we wouldn’t be as likely to interrupt a professor while they 
are lecturing. Since norms and rules vary among people and 
cultures, relational and cultural contexts are also included in 
the transaction model in order to help us understand the 
multiple contexts that influence our communication. 
Relational context includes the previous interpersonal history 
and type of relationship we have with a person. We 
communicate differently with someone we just met versus 
someone we’ve known for a long time. Initial interactions with 
people tend to be more highly scripted and governed by 
established norms and rules, but when we have an 
established relational context, we may be able to bend or 
break social norms and rules more easily. For example, you 
would likely follow social norms of politeness and 
attentiveness and might spend the whole day cleaning the 
house for the first time you invite your new neighbors to visit. 
Once the neighbors are in your house, you may also make 
them the center of your attention during their visit. If you end 
up becoming friends with your neighbors and establishing a 
relational context, you might not think as much about having 
everything cleaned and prepared or even giving them your 
whole attention during later visits. Since communication 
norms and rules also vary based on the type of relationship 
people have, relationship type is also included in relational 
context. For example, there are certain communication rules 
and norms that apply to a supervisor-supervisee relationship 
that don’t apply to a brother-sister relationship and vice 
versa. Just as social norms and relational history influence 
how we communicate, so does culture. 
Cultural context includes various aspects of identities such 
as race, gender, nationality, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
class, and ability. We will learn more about these identities in 
Chapter 2 “Communication and Perception”, but for now it is 
important for us to understand that whether we are aware of 
it or not, we all have multiple cultural identities that influence 
our communication. Some people, especially those with 
identities that have been historically marginalized, are 
regularly aware of how their cultural identities influence their 
communication and influence how others communicate with 
them. Conversely, people with identities that are dominant or 
in the majority may rarely, if ever, think about the role their 
cultural identities play in their communication. 
When cultural context comes to the forefront of a 
communication encounter, it can be difficult to manage. 
Since intercultural communication creates uncertainty, it can 
deter people from communicating across cultures or lead 
people to view intercultural communication as negative. But if 
you avoid communicating across cultural identities, you will 
likely not get more comfortable or competent as a 
communicator. Difference, as we will learn in Chapter 8 
“Culture and Communication”, isn’t a bad thing. In fact, 
intercultural communication has the potential to enrich 
various aspects of our lives. In order to communicate well 
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within various cultural contexts, it is important to keep an 
open mind and avoid making assumptions about others’ 
cultural identities. While you may be able to identify some 
aspects of the cultural context within a communication 
encounter, there may also be cultural influences that you 
can’t see. A competent communicator shouldn’t assume to 
know all the cultural contexts a person brings to an 
encounter, since not all cultural identities are visible. As with 
the other contexts, it requires skill to adapt to shifting 
contexts, and the best way to develop these skills is through 
practice and reflection.
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In order to understand interpersonal communication, we 
must understand how interpersonal communication functions 
to meet our needs and goals and how our interpersonal 
communication connects to larger social and cultural 
systems. Interpersonal communication is the process of 
exchanging messages between people whose lives mutually 
influence one another in unique ways in relation to social and 
cultural norms. This definition highlights the fact that 
interpersonal communication involves two or more people 
who are interdependent to some degree and who build a 
unique bond based on the larger social and cultural contexts 
to which they belong. So a brief exchange with a grocery 
store clerk who you don’t know wouldn’t be considered 
interpersonal communication, because you and the clerk are 
not influencing each other in significant ways. Obviously, if 
the clerk were a friend, family member, coworker, or romantic 
partner, the communication would fall into the interpersonal 
category. In this section, we discuss the importance of 
studying interpersonal communication and explore its 
functional and cultural aspects. 
Why study interpersonal communication? 
Interpersonal communication has many implications for us in 
the real world. Did you know that interpersonal 
communication played an important role in human evolution? 
Early humans who lived in groups, rather than alone, were 
more likely to survive, which meant that those with the 
capability to develop interpersonal bonds were more likely to 
pass these traits on to the next generation (Leary, 2001). Did 
you know that interpersonal skills have a measurable impact 
on psychological and physical health? People with higher 
levels of interpersonal communication skills are better able to 
adapt to stress, have greater satisfaction in relationships and 
more friends, and have less depression and anxiety (Hargie, 
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2011). In fact, prolonged isolation has been shown to 
severely damage a human (Williams & Zadro, 2001). Have 
you ever heard of the boy or girl who was raised by wolves? 
There have been documented cases of abandoned or 
neglected children, sometimes referred to as feral children, 
who survived using their animalistic instincts but suffered 
psychological and physical trauma as a result of their 
isolation (Candland, 1995). There are also examples of 
solitary confinement, which has become an ethical issue in 
many countries. In “supermax” prisons, which now operate in 
at least forty-four states, prisoners spend 22.5 to 24 hours a 
day in their cells and have no contact with the outside world 
or other prisoners (Shalev, 2011). 
Aside from making your relationships and health better, 
interpersonal communication skills are highly sought after by 
potential employers, consistently ranking in the top ten in 
national surveys (National Association of Colleges and 
Employers, 2010). Each of these examples illustrates how 
interpersonal communication meets our basic needs as 
humans for security in our social bonds, health, and careers. 
But we are not born with all the interpersonal communication 
skills we’ll need in life. So in order to make the most out of 
our interpersonal relationships, we must learn some basic 
principles. 
Think about a time when a short communication exchange 
affected a relationship almost immediately. Did you mean for 
it to happen? Many times we engage in interpersonal 
communication to fulfill certain goals we may have, but 
sometimes we are more successful than others. This is 
because interpersonal communication is strategic, meaning 
we intentionally create messages to achieve certain goals 
that help us function in society and our relationships. Goals 
vary based on the situation and the communicators, but ask 
yourself if you are generally successful at achieving the goals 
with which you enter a conversation or not. If so, you may 
already possess a high degree of interpersonal 
communication competence, or the ability to communicate 
effectively and appropriately in personal relationships. This 
chapter will help you understand some key processes that 
can make us more effective and appropriate communicators. 
You may be asking, “Aren’t effectiveness and 
appropriateness the same thing?” The answer is no. Imagine 
that you are the manager of a small department of employees 
at a marketing agency where you often have to work on 
deadlines. As a deadline approaches, you worry about your 
team’s ability to work without your supervision to complete 
the tasks, so you interrupt everyone’s work and assign them 
all individual tasks and give them a bulleted list of each 
subtask with a deadline to turn each part in to you. You meet 
the deadline and have effectively accomplished your goal. 
Over the next month, one of your employees puts in her two-
weeks’ notice, and you learn that she and a few others have 
been talking about how they struggle to work with you as a 
manager. Although your strategy was effective, many people 
do not respond. 
well to strict hierarchy or micromanaging and may have 
deemed your communication inappropriate. A more 
competent communicator could have implemented the same 
detailed plan to accomplish the task in a manner that 
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included feedback, making the employees feel more included 
and heard. In order to be competent interpersonal 
communicators, we must learn to balance being effective 
and appropriate. 
Functional Aspects of Interpersonal Communication 
We have different needs that are met through our various 
relationships. Whether we are aware of it or not, we often ask 
ourselves, “What can this relationship do for me?” In order to 
understand how relationships achieve strategic functions, we 
will look at instrumental goals, relationship-maintenance 
goals, and self-presentation goals. 
What motivates you to communicate with someone? We 
frequently engage in communication designed to achieve 
instrumental goals such as gaining compliance (getting 
someone to do something for us), getting information we 
need, or asking for support (Burleson, Metts, & Kirch, 2000). 
In short, instrumental talk helps us “get things done” in our 
relationships. Our instrumental goals can be long term or day 
to day. The following are examples of communicating for 
instrumental goals: 
• You ask your friend to help you move this weekend (gaining/
resisting compliance).  
• You ask your coworker to remind you how to balance your 
cash register till at the end of your shift (requesting or 
presenting information).  
• You console your roommate after he loses his job (asking 
for or giving support).  
When we communicate to achieve relational goals, we are 
striving to maintain a positive relationship. Engaging in 
relationship-maintenance communication is like taking your 
car to be serviced at the repair shop. To have a good 
relationship, just as to have a long-lasting car, we should 
engage in routine maintenance. For example, have you ever 
wanted to stay in and order a pizza and watch a movie, but 
your friend suggests that you go to a local restaurant and 
then to the theatre? Maybe you don’t feel like being around a 
lot of people or spending money (or changing out of your 
pajamas), but you decide to go along with his or her 
suggestion. In that moment, you are putting your relational 
partner’s needs above your own, which will likely make him 
or her feel valued. It is likely that your friend has made or will 
also make similar concessions to put your needs first, which 
indicates that there is a satisfactory and complimentary 
relationship. Obviously, if one partner always insists on 
having his or her way or always concedes, becoming the 
martyr, the individuals are not exhibiting interpersonal- 
communication competence. Other routine relational tasks 
include celebrating special occasions or honoring 
accomplishments, spending time together, and checking in 
regularly by phone, e-mail, text, social media, or face- to-face 
communication. The following are examples of 
communicating for relational goals:  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• You organize an office party for a coworker who has just 
become a US citizen (celebrating/honoring 
accomplishments).  
• You make breakfast with your mom while you are home 
visiting (spending time together).  
• You post a message on your long-distance friend’s 
Facebook wall saying you miss him (checking in). 
Another form of relational talk that I have found very useful is 
what I call the DTR talk, which stands for “defining-the-
relationship talk” and serves a relationship-maintenance 
function. In the early stages of a romantic relationship, you 
may have a DTR talk to reduce uncertainty about where you 
stand by deciding to use the term boyfriend, girlfriend, or 
partner. In a DTR talk, you may proactively define your 
relationship by saying, “I’m glad I’m with you and no one 
else.” Your romantic interest may respond favorably, echoing 
or rephrasing your statement, which gives you an indication 
that he or she agrees with you. The talk may continue on 
from there, and you may talk about what to call your 
relationship, set boundaries, or not. It is not unusual to have 
several DTR talks as a relationship progresses. At times, you 
may have to define the relationship when someone steps 
over a line by saying, “I think we should just be friends.” This 
more explicit and reactive (rather than proactive) 
communication can be especially useful in situations where a 
relationship may be unethical, inappropriate, or create a 
conflict of interest—for example, in a supervisor-supervisee, 
mentor-mentee, professional-client, or collegial relationship. 
We also pursue self-presentation goals by adapting our 
communication in order to be perceived in particular ways. 
Just as many companies, celebrities, and politicians create a 
public image, we desire to present different faces in different 
contexts. The well-known scholar Erving Goffman compared 
self-presentation to a performance and suggested we all 
perform different roles in different contexts (Goffman, 1959). 
Indeed, competent communicators can successfully manage 
how others perceive them by adapting to situations and 
contexts. A parent may perform the role of stern head of 
household, supportive shoulder to cry on, or hip and 
culturally aware friend to his or her child. A newly hired 
employee may initially perform the role of serious and 
agreeable coworker. Sometimes people engage in 
communication that doesn’t necessarily present them in a 
positive way. For example, Haley, the oldest daughter in the 
television show Modern Family, often presents herself as 
incapable in order to get her parents to do her work. In one 
episode she pretended she didn’t know how to crack open 
an egg so her mom Claire would make the brownies for her 
school bake sale. Here are some other examples of 
communicating to meet self- presentation goals: 
• As your boss complains about struggling to format the 
company newsletter, you tell her about your experience with 
Microsoft Word and editing and offer to look over the 
newsletter once she’s done to fix the formatting (presenting 
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yourself as competent).  
• You and your new college roommate stand in your dorm 
room full of boxes. You let him choose which side of the 
room he wants and then invite him to eat lunch with you 
(presenting yourself as friendly).  
• You say, “I don’t know,” in response to a professor’s 
question even though you have an idea of the answer 
(presenting yourself as aloof, or “too cool for school”). 
 
As if managing instrumental, relational, and self-presentation 
goals isn’t difficult enough when we consider them 
individually, we must also realize that the three goal types are 
always working together. In some situations we may privilege 
instrumental goals over relational or self-presentation goals. 
For example, if your partner is offered a great job in another 
state and you decided to go with him or her, which will move 
you away from your job and social circle, you would be 
focusing on relational goals over instrumental or self-
presentation goals. When you’re facing a stressful situation 
and need your best friend’s help and call saying, “Hurry and 
bring me a gallon of gas or I’m going to be late to work!” you 
are privileging instrumental goals over relational goals. Of 
course, if the person really is your best friend, you can try to 
smooth things over or make up for your shortness later. 
However, you probably wouldn’t call your boss and bark a 
request to bring you a gallon of gas so you can get to work, 
because you likely want your boss to see you as dependable 
and likable, meaning you have focused on self-presentation 
goals. 
The functional perspective of interpersonal communication 
indicates that we communicate to achieve certain goals in 
our relationships. We get things done in our relationships by 
communicating for instrumental goals. We maintain positive 
relationships through relational goals. We also strategically 
present ourselves in order to be perceived in particular ways. 
As our goals are met and our relationships build, they 
become little worlds we inhabit with our relational partners, 
complete with their own relationship cultures. 
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After reading this chapter, students will be able to: 
•	 explain the role of ethics in communication 	
	 and public speaking, 
•	 sharpen ethical decision-making abilities 	
	 when developing a speech, and 
•	 apply ethical dimensions to a variety of 		
	 communication situations.
The Ethics Pyramid 
The word “ethics” can mean different things to different 
people. Whether it is an ethical lapse in business or politics 
or a disagreement about medical treatments and end-of-life 
choices, people come into contact with ethical dilemmas 
regularly. Speakers and listeners of public speech face 
numerous ethical dilemmas as well. What kinds of support 
material and sources are ethical to use? How much should a 
speaker adapt to an audience without sacrificing his or her 
own views? What makes a speech ethical? 
Elspeth Tilley, a public communication ethics expert from 
Massey University, proposes a structured approach to 
thinking about ethics (Tilley, 2005). Her ethics pyramid 
involves three basic concepts: intent, means, and ends. 
Intent
According to Tilley, the first major consideration to be aware 
of when examining the ethicality of some- thing is the issue 
of intent. To be an ethical speaker or listener, it is important to 
begin with ethical inten- tions. For example, if we agree that 
honesty is ethical, it follows that ethical speakers will prepare 
their remarks with the intention of telling the truth to their 
audiences. Similarly, if we agree that it is ethical to listen with 
an open mind, it follows that ethical listeners will be 
intentional about letting a speaker make his or her case 
before forming judgments. 
One option for assessing intent is to talk with others about 
how ethical they think a behavior is; if you get a variety of 
answers, it might be a sign that the behavior is not ethical 
and should be avoided. A sec- ond option is to check out 
existing codes of ethics. Many professional organizations, 
including the Inde- pendent Computer Consultants 
Association, American Counseling Association, and American 
Society of Home Inspectors, have codes of conduct or 
ethical guidelines for their members. Individual corpora- tions 
such as Monsanto, Coca-Cola, Intel, and ConocoPhillips also 
have ethical guidelines for how their employees should 
interact with suppliers or clients. Even when specific ethical 
codes are not present, you can apply general ethical 
principles, such as whether a behavior is beneficial for the 
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majority or whether you would approve of the same behavior 
if you were listening to a speech instead of giving it. 
In addition, it is important to be aware that people can 
engage in unethical behavior unintentionally. For example, 
suppose we agree that it is unethical to take someone else’s 
words and pass them off as your own—a behavior known as 
plagiarism. What happens if a speaker makes a statement 
that he believes he thought of on his own, but the statement 
is actually quoted from a radio commentator whom he heard 
without clearly remembering doing so? The plagiarism was 
unintentional, but does that make it ethical? 
Means 
Tilley describes the means you use to communicate with 
others as the second level of the ethics pyramid. According 
to McCroskey, Wrench, and Richmond (McCroskey, Wrench, 
& Richmond, 2003), “means” are the tools or behaviors we 
employ to achieve a desired outcome. We must realize that 
there are a range of possible behavioral choices for any 
situation and that some choices are good, some are bad, and 
some fall in between. 
For example, suppose you want your friend Marty to spend 
an hour reviewing a draft of your speech according to criteria, 
such as audience appropriateness, adequate research, 
strong support of assertions, and dynamic introduction and 
conclusion. What means might you use to persuade Marty to 
do you this favor? You might explain that you value Marty’s 
opinion and will gladly return the favor the next time Marty is 
preparing a speech (good means), or you might threaten to 
tell a professor that Marty cheated on a test (bad means). 
While both of these means may lead to the same end—
having Marty agree to review your speech—one is clearly 
more ethical than the other. 
Ends 
The final part of the ethics pyramid is the ends. According to 
McCroskey, Wrench, and Richmond (McCroskey, Wrench, & 
Richmond, 2003), ends are those outcomes that you desire 
to achieve. Exam- ples of ends might include persuading 
your audience to make a financial contribution for your 
participa- tion in Relay for Life, persuading a group of 
homeowners that your real estate agency would best meet 
their needs, or informing your fellow students about newly 
required university fees. Whereas the means are the 
behavioral choices we make, the ends are the results of 
those choices. 
Like intentions and means, ends can be good or bad, or they 
can fall into a gray area where it is unclear just how ethical or 
unethical they are. For example, suppose a city council 
wants to balance the city’s annual budget. Balancing the 
budget may be a good end, assuming that the city has 
adequate tax rev- enues and areas of discretionary spending 
for nonessential services for the year in question. However, 
voters might argue that balancing the budget is a bad end if 
the city lacks these things for the year in question, because 
in that case balancing the budget would require raising taxes, 
curtailing essential city services, or both. 
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When examining ends, we need to think about both the 
source and the receiver of the message or behavior. Some 
end results could be good for the source but bad for the 
receiver, or vice versa. Suppose, for example, that Anita 
belongs to a club that is raffling off a course of dancing 
lessons. Anita sells Ben a ten-dollar raffle ticket. However, 
Ben later thinks it over and realizes that he has no desire to 
take danc- ing lessons and that if he should win the raffle, he 
will never take the lessons. Anita’s club has gained ten 
dollars—a good end—but Ben has lost ten dollars—a bad 
end. Again, the ethical standards you and your audience 
expect to be met will help in deciding whether a particular 
combination of speaker and audience ends is ethical. 
Thinking through the pyramid 
Ultimately, understanding ethics is a matter of balancing all 
three parts of the ethical pyramid: intent, means, and ends. 
When thinking about the ethics of a given behavior, Tilley 
recommends asking yourself three basic questions: 
1. “Have I discussed the ethicality of the behavior with others 
and come to a general consensus that the behavior is 
ethical?”  
 
2. “Does the behavior adhere to known codes of ethics?”  
3. “Would I be happy if the outcomes of the behavior were 
reversed and applied to me?” (Tilley, 2005)  
While you do not need to ask yourself these three questions 
before enacting every behavior as you go through a day, they 
do provide a useful framework for thinking through a 
behavior when you are not sure whether a given action, or 
statement, may be unethical. Ultimately, understanding ethics 
is a matter of balancing all three parts of the ethical pyramid: 
intent, means, and ends. 
Ethics in public speaking
The study of ethics in human communication is hardly a 
recent endeavor. One of the earliest discussions of ethics in 
communication (and particularly in public speaking) was 
conducted by the ancient Greek philosopher Plato in his 
dialogue Phaedrus. In the centuries since Plato’s time, an 
entire subfield within the discipline of human communication 
has developed to explain and understand communication 
ethics. 
Practicing ethical public speaking 
Thus far in this section we’ve introduced you to the basics of 
thinking through the ethics of public speak- ing. Knowing 
about ethics is essential, but even more important to being 
an ethical public speaker is putting that knowledge into 
practice by thinking through possible ethical pitfalls prior to 
standing up and speaking out. Expand the following figure on 
the following page to see the “Public Speaking Ethics 
Checklist” for a checklist based on our discussion in this 
chapter to help you think through some of these issues. 
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After reading this chapter, students will be able to: 
•	 explain the role of ethics in communication 	
	 and public speaking, 
•	 sharpen ethical decision-making abilities 	
	 when developing a speech, and 
•	 apply ethical dimensions to a variety of 		
	 communication situations.
An informative speech conveys knowledge, a task that 
you’ve engaged in throughout your life. When you give 
driving directions, you convey knowledge. When you caution 
someone about crossing the street at a certain intersection, 
you are describing a dangerous situation. When you steer 
someone away from using the car pool lane, you are 
explaining what it’s for. 
When your professors greet you on the first day of a new 
academic term, they typically hand out a course syllabus, 
which informs you about the objectives and expectations of 
the course. Much of the information comes to have greater 
meaning as you actually encounter your coursework. Why 
doesn’t the professor explain those meanings on the first 
day? He or she probably does, but in all likelihood, the 
explanation won’t really make sense at the time because you 
don’t yet have the supporting knowledge to put it in context. 
However, it is still important that the orientation information 
be offered. It is likely to answer some spe- cific questions, 
such as the following: Am I prepared to take this course? Is a 
textbook required? Will the course involve a great deal of 
writing? Does the professor have office hours? The answers 
to these questions should be of central importance to all the 
students. These orientations are informative because they 
give important information relevant to the course. 
An informative speech does not attempt to convince the 
audience that one thing is better than another. It does not 
advocate a course of action. Let’s say, for instance, that you 
have carefully followed the news about BP’s Deepwater 
Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico. Let’s further say that 
you felt outraged by the sequence of events that led to the 
spill and, even more so, by its consequences. Consider care- 
fully whether this is a good topic for your informative speech. 
If your speech describes the process of offshore oil 
exploration, it will be informative. However, if it expresses 
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your views on what petroleum corporations should do to 
safeguard their personnel and the environment, save that 
topic for a persuasive speech. 
Being honest about your private agenda in choosing a topic 
is important. It is not always easy to discern a clear line 
between informative and persuasive speech. Good 
information has a strong tendency to be persuasive, and 
persuasion relies on good information. Thus informative and 
persuasive speaking do overlap. It remains up to you to 
examine your real motives in choosing your topic. As we 
have said in various ways, ethical speaking means respecting 
the intelligence of your audience. If you try to circum- vent 
the purpose of the informative speech in order to plant a 
persuasive seed, your listeners will notice. Such strategies 
often come across as dishonest. 
Why we speak to inform 
Informative speaking is a means for the delivery of 
knowledge. In informative speaking, we avoid expressing 
opinion. 
This doesn’t mean you may not speak about controversial 
topics. However, if you do so, you must deliver a fair 
statement of each side of the issue in debate. If your speech 
is about standardized educational testing, you must honestly 
represent the views both of its proponents and of its critics. 
You must not take sides, and you must not slant your 
explanation of the debate in order to influence the opinions of 
the listeners. You are simply and clearly defining the debate. 
If you watch the evening news on a major network television 
(ABC, CBS, or NBC), you will see newscasters who 
undoubtedly have per- sonal opinions about the news, but 
are trained to avoid expressing those opinions through the 
use of loaded words, gestures, facial expressions, or vocal 
tone. Like those newscasters, you are already edu- cating 
your listeners simply by informing them. Let them make up 
their own minds. This is probably the most important reason 
for informative speaking. 
Making information clear & interesting for the 
audience 
A clear and interesting speech can make use of description, 
causal analysis, or categories. With description, you use 
words to create a picture in the minds of your audience. You 
can describe physical realities, social realities, emotional 
experiences, sequences, consequences, or contexts. For 
instance, you can describe the mindset of the Massachusetts 
town of Salem during the witch trials. You can also use 
causal analysis, which focuses on the connections between 
causes and consequences. For example, in speaking about 
health care costs, you could explain how a serious illness can 
put even a well-insured family into bankruptcy. You can also 
use categories to group things together. For instance, you 
could say that there are three categories of investment for the 
future: liquid savings, avoiding debt, and acquiring properties 
that will increase in value. 
There are a number of principles to keep in mind as a 
speaker to make the information you present clear and 
interesting for your audience. Let’s examine several of them. 
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Keep information limited 
When you developed your speech, you carefully narrowed 
your topic in order to keep information lim- ited yet complete 
and coherent. If you carefully adhere to your own narrowing, 
you can keep from going off on tangents or confusing your 
audience. If you overload your audience with information, 
they will be unable to follow your narrative. Use the 
definitions, descriptions, explanations, and examples you 
need in order to make your meanings clear, but resist the 
temptation to add tangential information merely because you 
find it interesting. 
Creating an informative speech 
As you’ll recall from Chapter 9 “Preparing a Speech”, 
speaking to inform is one of the three possible general 
purposes for public speaking. The goal of informative 
speaking is to teach an audience something using objective 
factual information. Interestingly, informative speaking is a 
newcomer in the world of public speaking theorizing and 
instruction, which began thousands of years ago with the 
ancient Greeks (Olbricht, 1968). Ancient philosophers and 
statesmen like Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian conceived of 
public speaking as rhetoric, which is inherently persuasive. 
During that time, and until the 1800s, almost all speaking was 
argumentative. Teaching and instruction were performed as 
debates, and even fields like science and medicine relied on 
argumentative reasoning instead of factual claims. 
While most instruction is now verbal, for most of modern 
history, people learned by doing rather than listening, as 
apprenticeships were much more common than classroom-
based instruction. So what facilitated the change from 
argumentative and demonstrative teaching to verbal and 
informative teaching? One reason for this change was the 
democratization of information. Technical information used to 
be jealously protected by individuals, families, or guilds. Now 
society generally believes that information should be shared 
and made available to all. The increasing complexity of fields 
of knowledge and professions also increased the need for 
informative speaking. Now one must learn a history or 
backstory before actually engaging with a subject or trade. 
Finally, much of the information that has built up over time 
has become commonly accepted; therefore much of the 
history or background information isn’t disputed and can now 
be shared in an informative rather than argumentative way. 
Choosing an Informative Speech Topic 
Being a successful informative speaker starts with choosing 
a topic that can engage and educate the audience. Your 
topic choices may be influenced by the level at which you are 
speaking. Informative speaking usually happens at one of 
three levels: formal, vocational, and impromptu (Verderber, 
1991). Formal informative speeches occur when an audience 
has assembled specifically to hear what you have to say. 
42
The previous section is provided by the University of 
Minnesota Libraries Publishing’s Stand up, Speak out: 
The Practice and Ethics of Public Speaking.
Being invited to speak to a group during a professional 
meeting, a civic gathering, or a celebration gala brings with it 
high expectations. Only people who have accomplished or 
achieved much are asked to serve as keynote speakers, and 
they usually speak about these experiences. Many more 
people deliver informative speeches at the vocational level, 
as part of their careers. Teachers like me spend many hours 
lecturing, which is a common form of informative speaking. In 
addition, human resources professionals give presentations 
about changes in policy and provide training for new 
employees, technicians in factories convey machine 
specifications and safety procedures, and servers describe 
how a dish is prepared in their restaurant. Last, we all convey 
information daily in our regular interactions. When we give a 
freshman directions to a campus building, summarize the 
latest episode of American Idol for our friend who missed it, 
or explain a local custom to an international student, we are 
engaging in impromptu informative speaking. 
Whether at the formal, vocational, or impromptu level, 
informative speeches can emerge from a range of categories, 
which include objects, people, events, processes, concepts, 
and issues. An extended speech at the formal level may 
include subject matter from several of these categories, while 
a speech at the vocational level may convey detailed 
information about a process, concept, or issue relevant to a 
specific career. 
Since we don’t have time to research or organize content for 
impromptu informative speaking, these speeches may 
provide a less detailed summary of a topic within one of 
these categories. A broad informative speech topic could be 
tailored to fit any of these categories. As you draft your 
specific purpose and thesis statements, think about which 
category or categories will help you achieve your speech 
goals, and then use it or them to guide your research. 
Speeches about objects convey information about any 
nonhuman material things. Mechanical objects, animals, 
plants, and fictional objects are all suitable topics of 
investigation. Given that this is such a broad category, strive 
to pick an object that your audience may not be familiar with 
or highlight novel relevant and interesting facts about a 
familiar object. 
Speeches about people focus on real or fictional individuals 
who are living or dead. These speeches require in-depth 
biographical research; an encyclopedia entry is not sufficient. 
Introduce a new person to the audience or share little-known 
or surprising information about a person we already know. 
Although we may already be familiar with the 
accomplishments of historical figures and leaders, audiences 
often enjoy learning the “personal side” of their lives. 
Speeches about concepts are less concrete than speeches 
about objects or people, as they focus on ideas or notions 
that may be abstract or multifaceted. A concept can be 
familiar to us, like equality, or could literally be a foreign 
concept like qi (or chi), which is the Chinese conception of 
the energy that flows through our bodies. Use the strategies 
discussed in this book for making content relevant and 
proxemic to your audience to help make abstract concepts 
more concrete. 
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Speeches about events focus on past occasions or ongoing 
occurrences. A particular day in history, an annual 
observation, or a seldom occurring event can each serve as 
interesting informative topics. As with speeches about 
people, it’s important to provide a backstory for the event, 
but avoid rehashing commonly known information. 
Informative speeches about processes provide a step-by-
step account of a procedure or natural occurrence. Speakers 
may walk an audience through, or demonstrate, a series of 
actions that take place to complete a procedure, such as 
making homemade cheese. Speakers can also present 
information about naturally occurring processes like cell 
division or fermentation. 
Last, informative speeches about issues provide objective 
and balanced information about a disputed subject or a 
matter of concern for society. It is important that speakers 
view themselves as objective reporters rather than 
commentators to avoid tipping the balance of the speech 
from informative to persuasive. Rather than advocating for a 
particular position, the speaker should seek to teach or raise 
the awareness of the audience. 
Avoiding persuasion 
We should avoid thinking of informing and persuading as 
dichotomous, meaning that it’s either one or the other. It’s 
more accurate to think of informing and persuading as two 
poles on a continuum, as in Figure 11.1 “Continuum of 
Informing and Persuading” (Olbricht, 1968). Most persuasive 
speeches rely on some degree of informing to substantiate 
the reasoning. And informative speeches, although meant to 
secure the understanding of an audience, may influence 
audience members’ beliefs, attitudes, values, or behaviors. 
Speakers can look to three areas to help determine if their 
speech is more informative or persuasive: speaker purpose, 
function of information, and audience perception (Verderber, 
1991). First, for informative speaking, a speaker’s purpose 
should be to create understanding by sharing objective, 
factual information. Specific purpose and thesis statements 
help establish a speaker’s goal and purpose and can serve 
as useful reference points to keep a speech on track. When 
reviewing your specific purpose and thesis statement, look 
for words like should/shouldn’t, good/bad, and right/wrong, 
as these often indicate a persuasive slant in the speech. 
Second, information should function to clarify and explain in 
an informative speech. Supporting materials shouldn’t 
function to prove a thesis or to provide reasons for an 
audience to accept the thesis, as they do in persuasive 
speeches. Although informative messages can end up 
influencing the thoughts or behaviors of audience members, 
that shouldn’t be the goal. 
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Third, an audience’s perception of the information and the 
speaker helps determine whether a speech is classified as 
informative or persuasive. The audience must perceive that 
the information being presented is not controversial or 
disputed, which will lead audience members to view the 
information as factual. The audience must also accept the 
speaker as a credible source of information. Being prepared, 
citing credible sources, and engaging the audience help 
establish a speaker’s credibility. 
Last, an audience must perceive the speaker to be 
trustworthy and not have a hidden agenda. Avoiding 
persuasion is a common challenge for informative speakers, 
but it is something to consider, as violating the speaking 
occasion may be perceived as unethical by the audience. Be 
aware of the overall tone of your speech by reviewing your 
specific purpose and thesis to make sure your speech isn’t 
tipping from informative to persuasive. 
Avoiding information overload 
Many informative speakers have a tendency to pack a ten-
minute speech with as much information as possible. This 
can result in information overload, which is a barrier to 
effective listening that occurs when a speech contains more 
information than an audience can process. Editing can be a 
difficult task, but it’s an important skill to hone, because you 
will be editing more than you think. Whether it’s reading 
through an e-mail before you send it, condensing a report 
down to an executive summary, or figuring out how to fit a 
client’s message on the front page of a brochure, you will 
have to learn how to discern what information is best to keep 
and what can be thrown out. In speaking, being a discerning 
editor is useful because it helps avoid information overload. 
While a receiver may not be attracted to a brochure that’s 
covered in text, they could take the time to read it, and 
reread it, if necessary. Audience members cannot conduct 
their own review while listening to a speaker live. Unlike 
readers, audience members can’t review words over and 
over (Verderber, 1991). Therefore competent speakers, 
especially informative speakers who are trying to teach their 
audience something, should adapt their message to a 
listening audience. To help avoid information overload, adapt 
your message to make it more listenable. 
Although the results vary, research shows that people only 
remember a portion of a message days or even hours after 
receiving it (Janusik, 2012). If you spend 100 percent of your 
speech introducing new information, you have wasted 
approximately 30 percent of your time and your audience’s 
time. Information overload is a barrier to effective listening, 
and as good speakers, we should be aware of the limitations 
of listening and compensate for that in our speech 
preparation and presentation. I recommend that my students 
follow a guideline that suggests spending no more than 30 
percent of your speech introducing new material and 70 
percent of your speech repackaging that information. I 
specifically use the word repackaging and not repeating. 
Simply repeating the same information would also be a 
barrier to effective listening, since people would just get 
bored. Repackaging will help ensure that your audience 
retains most of the key information in the speech. Even if 
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they don’t remember every example, they will remember the 
main underlying point. 
Avoiding information overload requires a speaker to be a 
good translator of information. To be a good translator, you 
can compare an unfamiliar concept with something familiar, 
give examples from real life, connect your information to 
current events or popular culture, or supplement supporting 
material like statistics with related translations of that 
information. These are just some of the strategies a good 
speaker can use. While translating information is important 
for any oral presentation, it is especially important when 
conveying technical information. Being able to translate 
complex or technical information for a lay audience leads to 
more effective informing, because the audience feels like 
they are being addressed on their level and don’t feel lost or 
“talked down to.” The History Channel show The Universe 
provides excellent examples of informative speakers who act 
as good translators. The scientists and experts featured on 
the show are masters of translating technical information, like 
physics, into concrete examples that most people can relate 
to based on their everyday experiences. 
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Every day we are bombarded by persuasive messages. 
Some messages are mediated and designed to get us to 
purchase specific products or vote for specific candidates, 
while others might come from our loved ones and are 
designed to get us to help around the house or join the family 
for game night. Whatever the message being sent, we are 
constantly being persuaded and persuading others. In this 
chapter, we are going to focus on persuasive speaking. We 
will first talk about persuasion as a general concept. We will 
then examine four different types of persuasive speeches, 
and finally, we’ll look at three organizational patterns that are 
useful for persuasive speeches. 
What is persuasion
We defined persuasion earlier in this text as an attempt to get 
a person to behave in a manner, or embrace a point of view 
related to values, attitudes, and beliefs, that he or she would 
not have done otherwise. 
Change attitudes, values & beliefs 
The first type of persuasive public speaking involves a 
change in someone’s attitudes, values, and beliefs. An 
attitude is defined as an individual’s general predisposition 
toward something as being good or bad, right or wrong, or 
negative or positive. Maybe you believe that local curfew 
laws for people under twenty-one are a bad idea, so you 
want to persuade others to adopt a negative attitude toward 
such laws. 
You can also attempt to persuade an individual to change her 
or his value toward something. Value refers to an individual’s 
perception of the usefulness, importance, or worth of 
something. We can value a col- lege education or technology 
or freedom. Values, as a general concept, are fairly 
ambiguous and tend to be very lofty ideas. Ultimately, what 
we value in life actually motivates us to engage in a range of 
behaviors. For example, if you value technology, you are 
more likely to seek out new technology or soft- ware on your 
own. On the contrary, if you do not value technology, you are 
less likely to seek out new technology or software unless 
someone, or some circumstance, requires you to. 
Lastly, you can attempt to get people to change their 
personal beliefs. Beliefs are propositions or positions that an 
individual holds as true or false without positive knowledge 
or proof. Typically, beliefs are divided into two basic 
categories: core and dispositional. Core beliefs are beliefs 
that people have actively engaged in and created over the 
course of their lives (e.g., belief in a higher power, belief in 
extraterrestrial life forms). Dispositional beliefs, on the other 
hand, are beliefs that people have not actively engaged in 
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Persuasive speaking
but rather judgments that they make, based on their 
knowledge of related subjects, when they encounter a 
proposition. For example, imagine that you were asked the 
question, “Can stock cars reach speeds of one thousand 
miles per hour on a one-mile oval track?” Even though you 
may never have attended a stock car race or even seen one 
on television, you can make split-second judgments about 
your understanding of automobile speeds and say with a fair 
degree of certainty that you believe stock cars cannot travel 
at one thousand miles per hour on a one-mile track. We 
sometimes refer to dis- positional beliefs as virtual beliefs 
(Frankish, 1998). 
When it comes to persuading people to alter core and 
dispositional beliefs, persuading audiences to change core 
beliefs is more difficult than persuading audiences to change 
dispositional beliefs. For this reason, you are very unlikely to 
persuade people to change their deeply held core beliefs 
about a topic in a five- to ten-minute speech. However, if you 
give a persuasive speech on a topic related to an audience’s 
dispositional beliefs, you may have a better chance of 
success. While core beliefs may seem to be exciting and 
interesting, per- suasive topics related to dispositional beliefs 
are generally better for novice speakers with limited time 
allotments. 
Why persuasion matters 
Frymier and Nadler enumerate three reasons why people 
should study persuasion (Frymier & Nadler, 2007). First, when 
you study and understand persuasion, you will be more 
successful at persuading others. If you want to be a 
persuasive public speaker, then you need to have a working 
understanding of how persuasion functions. 
Second, when people understand persuasion, they will be 
better consumers of information. As previously mentioned, 
we live in a society where numerous message sources are 
constantly fighting for our attention. Unfortunately, most 
people just let messages wash over them like a wave, 
making little effort to understand or analyze them. As a result, 
they are more likely to fall for half-truths, illogical arguments, 
and lies. When you start to understand persuasion, you will 
have the skill set to actually pick apart the messages being 
sent to you and see why some of them are good and others 
are simply not. 
Lastly, when we understand how persuasion functions, we’ll 
have a better grasp of what happens around us in the world. 
We’ll be able to analyze why certain speakers are effective 
persuaders and others are not. We’ll be able to understand 
why some public speakers can get an audience eating out of 
their hands, while others flop. 
Furthermore, we believe it is an ethical imperative in the 
twenty-first century to be persuasively literate. We believe 
that persuasive messages that aim to manipulate, coerce, 
and intimidate people are unethical, as are messages that 
distort information. As ethical listeners, we have a 
responsibility to analyze messages that manipulate, coerce, 
and/or intimidate people or distort information. We also then 
have the responsibility to combat these messages with the 
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truth, which will ultimately rely on our own skills and 
knowledge as effective persuaders. 
Choosing a persuasive speech topic 
As with any speech, topic selection is important and is 
influenced by many factors. Good persuasive speech topics 
are current, controversial, and have important implications for 
society. If your topic is currently being discussed on 
television, in newspapers, in the lounges in your dorm, or 
around your family’s dinner table, then it’s a current topic. A 
persuasive speech aimed at getting audience members to 
wear seat belts in cars wouldn’t have much current 
relevance, given that statistics consistently show that most 
people wear seat belts. Giving the same speech would have 
been much more timely in the 1970s when there was a huge 
movement to increase seat-belt use. 
Many topics that are current are also controversial, which is 
what gets them attention by the media and citizens. Current 
and controversial topics will be more engaging for your 
audience. A persuasive speech to encourage audience 
members to donate blood or recycle wouldn’t be very 
controversial, since the benefits of both practices are widely 
agreed on. However, arguing that the restrictions on blood 
donation by men who have had sexual relations with men be 
lifted would be controversial. I must caution here that 
controversial is not the same as inflammatory. An 
inflammatory topic is one that evokes strong reactions from 
an audience for the sake of provoking a reaction. Being 
provocative for no good reason or choosing a topic that is 
extremist will damage your credibility and prevent you from 
achieving your speech goals. 
You should also choose a topic that is important to you and 
to society as a whole. As we have already discussed in this 
book, our voices are powerful, as it is through 
communication that we participate and make change in 
society. Therefore we should take seriously opportunities to 
use our voices to speak publicly. Choosing a speech topic 
that has implications for society is probably a better 
application of your public speaking skills than choosing to 
persuade the audience that LeBron James is the best 
basketball player in the world or that Superman is a better 
hero than Spiderman. Although those topics may be very 
important to you, they don’t carry the same social weight as 
many other topics you could choose to discuss. Remember 
that speakers have ethical obligations to the audience and 
should take the opportunity to speak seriously. 
You will also want to choose a topic that connects to your 
own interests and passions. If you are an education major, it 
might make more sense to do a persuasive speech about 
funding for public education than the death penalty. If there 
are hot-button issues for you that make you get fired up and 
veins bulge out in your neck, then it may be a good idea to 
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avoid those when speaking in an academic or professional 
context. 
Adapting persuasive messages 
Competent speakers should consider their audience 
throughout the speech-making process. Given that 
persuasive messages seek to directly influence the audience 
in some way, audience adaptation becomes even more 
important. 
If possible, poll your audience to find out their orientation 
toward your thesis. I read my students’ thesis statements 
aloud and have the class indicate whether they agree with, 
disagree with, or are neutral in regards to the proposition. It is 
unlikely that you will have a homogenous audience, meaning 
that there will probably be some who agree, some who 
disagree, and some who are neutral. So you may employ all 
of the following strategies, in varying degrees, in your 
persuasive speech. 
When you have audience members who already agree with 
your proposition, you should focus on intensifying their 
agreement. You can also assume that they have foundational 
background knowledge of the topic, which means you can 
take the time to inform them about lesser-known aspects of a 
topic or cause to further reinforce their agreement. Rather 
than move these audience members from disagreement to 
agreement, you can focus on moving them from agreement 
to action. Remember, calls to action should be as specific as 
possible to help you capitalize on audience members’ 
motivation in the moment so they are more likely to follow 
through on the action. 
There are two main reasons audience members may be 
neutral in regards to your topic: (1) they are uninformed about 
the topic or (2) they do not think the topic affects them. In 
this case, you should focus on instilling a concern for the 
topic. Uninformed audiences may need background 
information before they can decide if they agree or disagree 
with your proposition. If the issue is familiar but audience 
members are neutral because they don’t see how the topic 
affects them, focus on getting the audience’s attention and 
demonstrating relevance. Remember that concrete and 
proxemic supporting materials will help an audience find 
relevance in a topic. Students who pick narrow or unfamiliar 
topics will have to work harder to persuade their audience, 
but neutral audiences often provide the most chance of 
achieving your speech goal since even a small change may 
move them into agreement. 
When audience members disagree with your proposition, you 
should focus on changing their minds. To effectively 
persuade, you must be seen as a credible speaker. When an 
audience is hostile to your proposition, establishing credibility 
is even more important, as audience members may be quick 
to discount or discredit someone who doesn’t appear 
prepared or doesn’t present well-researched and supported 
information. Don’t give an audience a chance to write you off 
before you even get to share your best evidence. When 
facing a disagreeable audience, the goal should also be small 
change. You may not be able to switch someone’s position 
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completely, but influencing him or her is still a success. Aside 
from establishing your credibility, you should also establish 
common ground with an audience. Acknowledging areas of 
disagreement and logically refuting counterarguments in your 
speech is also a way to approach persuading an audience in 
disagreement, as it shows that you are open-minded enough 
to engage with other perspectives. 
Ethos, logos & pathos 
Ethos, logos, and pathos were 
Aristotle’s three forms of 
rhetorical proof, meaning they 
were primary to his theories 
of persuasion. Ethos refers to 
the credibility of a speaker 
and includes three 
dimensions: competence, 
trustworthiness, and dynamism. 
The two most researched 
dimensions of credibility are 
competence and trustworthiness (Stiff & Mongeau, 2003). 
Competence refers to the perception of a speaker’s expertise 
in relation to the topic being discussed. A speaker can 
enhance their perceived competence by presenting a speech 
based in solid research and that is well organized and 
practiced. Competent speakers must know the content of 
their speech and be able to effectively deliver that content. 
Trustworthiness refers to the degree that audience members 
perceive a speaker to be presenting accurate, credible 
information in a nonmanipulative way. Perceptions of 
trustworthiness come from the content of the speech and the 
personality of the speaker. In terms of content, trustworthy 
speakers consider the audience throughout the speech-
making process, present information in a balanced way, do 
not coerce the audience, cite credible sources, and follow the 
general principles of communication ethics. In terms of 
personality, trustworthy speakers are also friendly and warm 
(Stiff & Mongeau, 2003). 
Dynamism refers to the degree to which audience members 
perceive a speaker to be outgoing and animated (Stiff & 
Mongeau, 2003). Two components of dynamism are 
charisma and energy. Charisma refers to a mixture of 
abstract and concrete qualities that make a speaker 
attractive to an audience. Charismatic people usually know 
they are charismatic because they’ve been told that in their 
lives, and people have been attracted to them. 
Unfortunately, charisma is difficult to intentionally develop, 
and some people seem to have a naturally charismatic 
personality, while others do not. Even though everyone can’t 
embody the charismatic aspect of dynamism, the other 
component of dynamism, energy, is something that everyone 
can tap into. Communicating enthusiasm for your topic and 
audience by presenting relevant content and using engaging 
delivery strategies such as vocal variety and eye contact can 
increase your dynamism. 
Logos refers to the reasoning or logic of an argument. The 
presence of fallacies would obviously undermine a speaker’s 
appeal to logos. Speakers employ logos by presenting 
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credible information as supporting material and verbally 
citing their sources during their speech. Using the guidelines 
from our earlier discussion of reasoning will also help a 
speaker create a rational appeal. Research shows that 
messages are more persuasive when arguments and their 
warrants are made explicit (Stiff & Mongeau, 2003). Carefully 
choosing supporting material that is verifiable, specific, and 
unbiased can help a speaker appeal to logos. Speakers can 
also appeal to logos by citing personal experience and 
providing the credentials and/or qualifications of sources of 
information (Cooper & Nothstine, 1996). Presenting a rational 
and logical argument is important, but speakers can be more 
effective persuaders if they bring in and refute 
counterarguments. The most effective persuasive messages 
are those that present two sides of an argument and refute 
the opposing side, followed by single argument messages, 
followed by messages that present counterarguments but do 
not refute them (Stiff & Mongeau, 2003). In short, by clearly 
showing an audience why one position is superior to another, 
speakers do not leave an audience to fill in the blanks of an 
argument, which could diminish the persuasive opportunity. 
Pathos refers to emotional appeals. Aristotle was suspicious 
of too much emotional appeal, yet this appears to 
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have become more acceptable in public speaking. Stirring 
emotions in an audience is a way to get them involved in the 
speech, and involvement can create more opportunities for 
persuasion and action. Reading in the paper that a house 
was burglarized may get your attention, but think about how 
different your reaction would be if you found out it was your 
own home. Intentionally stirring someone’s emotions to get 
them involved in a message that has little substance would 
be unethical. Yet such spellbinding speakers have taken 
advantage of people’s emotions to get them to support 
causes, buy products, or engage in behaviors that they might 
not otherwise, if given the chance to see the faulty logic of a 
message. 
Effective speakers should use emotional appeals that are 
also logically convincing, since audiences may be suspicious 
of a speech that is solely based on emotion. Emotional 
appeals are effective when you are trying to influence a 
behavior or you want your audience to take immediate action 
(Stiff & Mongeau, 2003). Emotions lose their persuasive effect 
more quickly than other types of persuasive appeals. Since 
emotions are often reactionary, they fade relatively quickly 
when a person is removed from the provoking situation 
(Fletcher, 2001). 
Emotional appeals are also difficult for some because they 
require honed delivery skills and the ability to use words 
powerfully and dramatically. The ability to use vocal variety, 
cadence, and repetition to rouse an audience’s emotion is 
not easily attained. Think of how stirring Martin Luther King 
Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech was due to his ability to evoke 
the emotions of the audience. Dr. King used powerful and 
creative language in conjunction with his vocalics to deliver 
one of the most famous speeches in our history. Using 
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concrete and descriptive examples can paint a picture in your 
audience member’s minds. Speakers can also use literal 
images, displayed using visual aids, to appeal to pathos. 
Speakers should strive to appeal to ethos, logos, and pathos 
within a speech. A speech built primarily on ethos might lead 
an audience to think that a speaker is full of himself or 
herself. A speech full of facts and statistics appealing to 
logos would result in information overload. Speakers who rely 
primarily on appeals to pathos may be seen as overly 
passionate, biased, or unable to see other viewpoints. 
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Chapter 5
Speaking with Confidence
After reading this chapter, students will be able to: 
•	 identify strategies for communication anxiety, 
•	 present original arguments in a confident 	
	 manner, and 
•	 employ tips for reducing anxiety levels in a 	
	 manner consistent with academic and 	 	
	 professional standards in the field of 	 	
	 communication.
Think back to the first day of classes. Did you plan ahead for 
what you were going to wear? Did you get the typical school 
supplies together? Did you try to find your classrooms ahead 
of time or look for the syllabus online? Did you look up your 
professors on an online professor evaluation site? Based on 
your answers to these questions, I could form an impression 
of who you are as a student. But would that perception be 
accurate? Would it match up with how you see yourself as a 
student? And perception, of course, is a two-way street. You 
also formed impressions about your professors based on 
their appearance, dress, organization, intelligence, and 
approachability. As a professor who teaches others how to 
teach, I instruct my student-teachers to really take the first 
day of class seriously. The impressions that both teacher and 
student make on the first day help set the tone for the rest of 
the semester. 
As we go through our daily lives we perceive all sorts of 
people and objects, and we often make sense of these 
perceptions by using previous experiences to help filter and 
organize the information we take in. Sometimes we 
encounter new or contradictory information that changes the 
way we think about a person, group, or object. The 
perceptions that we make of others and that others make of 
us affect how we communicate and act. In this chapter, we 
will learn about the perception process, how we perceive 
others, how we perceive and present ourselves, and how we 
can improve our perceptions. 
Selecting information 
We take in information through all five of our senses, but our 
perceptual field (the world around us) includes so many 
stimuli that it is impossible for our brains to process and 
make sense of it all. So, as information comes in through our 
senses, various factors influence what actually continues on 
through the perception process (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). 
Selecting is the first part of the perception process, in which 
we focus our attention on certain incoming sensory 
information. Think about how, out of many other possible 
stimuli to pay attention to, you may hear a familiar voice in 
the hallway, see a pair of shoes you want to buy from across 
the mall, or smell something cooking for dinner when you get 
home from work. We quickly cut through and push to the 
background all kinds of sights, smells, sounds, and other 
stimuli, but how do we decide what to select and what to 
leave out? 
We tend to pay attention to information that is salient. 
Salience is the degree to which something attracts our 
attention in a particular context. The thing attracting our 
attention can be abstract, like a concept, or concrete, like an 
object. For example, a person’s identity as a Native American 
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may become salient when they are protesting at the 
Columbus Day parade in Denver, Colorado. Or a bright 
flashlight shining in your face while camping at night is sure 
to be salient. The degree of salience depends on three 
features (Fiske & Tayor, 1991). We tend to find salient things 
that are visually or aurally stimulating and things that meet 
our needs or interests. Lastly, expectations affect what we 
find salient. 
Interpreting information 
Although selecting and organizing incoming stimuli happens 
very quickly, and sometimes without much conscious 
thought, interpretation can be a much more deliberate and 
conscious step in the perception process. Interpretation is 
the third part of the perception process, in which we assign 
meaning to our experiences using mental structures known 
as schemata. Schemata are like databases of stored, related 
information that we use to interpret new experiences. We all 
have fairly complicated schemata that have developed over 
time as small units of information combine to make more 
meaningful complexes of information. 
We have an overall schema about education and how to 
interpret experiences with teachers and classmates. This 
schema started developing before we even went to 
preschool based on things that parents, peers, and the media 
told us about school. For example, you learned that certain 
symbols and objects like an apple, a ruler, a calculator, and a 
notebook are associated with being a student or teacher. You 
learned new concepts like grades and recess, and you 
engaged in new practices like doing homework, studying, 
and taking tests. You also formed new relationships with 
teachers, administrators, and classmates. As you progressed 
through your education, your schema adapted to the 
changing environment. How smooth or troubling schema 
reevaluation and revision is varies from situation to situation 
and person to person. For example, some students adapt 
their schema relatively easily as they move from elementary, 
to middle, to high school, and on to college and are faced 
with new expectations for behavior and academic 
engagement. Other students don’t adapt as easily, and 
holding onto their old schema creates problems as they try to 
interpret new information through old, incompatible schema. 
We’ve all been in a similar situation at some point in our lives, 
so we know that revising our schemata can be stressful and 
that such revision takes effort and usually involves some 
mistakes, disappointments, and frustrations. But being able 
to adapt our schemata is a sign of cognitive complexity, 
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which is an important part of communication competence. 
So, even though the process may be challenging, it can also 
be a time for learning and growth. 
It’s important to be aware of schemata because our 
interpretations affect our behavior. For example, if you are 
doing a group project for class and you perceive a group 
member to be shy based on your schema of how shy people 
communicate, you may avoid giving him presentation 
responsibilities in your group project because you do not 
think shy people make good public speakers. Schemata also 
guide our interactions, providing a script for our behaviors. 
We know, in general, how to act and communicate in a 
waiting room, in a classroom, on a first date, and on a game 
show. Even a person who has never been on a game show 
can develop a schema for how to act in that environment by 
watching The Price Is Right, for example. People go to great 
lengths to make shirts with clever sayings or act 
enthusiastically in hopes of being picked to be a part of the 
studio audience and hopefully become a contestant on the 
show. 
As we have seen, schemata are used to interpret others’ 
behavior and form impressions about who they are as a 
person. To help this process along, we often solicit 
information from people to help us place them into a 
preexisting schema. In the United States and many other 
Western cultures, people’s identities are often closely tied to 
what they do for a living. When we introduce others, or 
ourselves, occupation is usually one of the first things we 
mention. Think about how your communication with 
someone might differ if he or she were introduced to you as 
an artist versus a doctor. We make similar interpretations 
based on where people are from, their age, their race, and 
other social and cultural factors. We will learn more about 
how culture, gender, and other factors influence our 
perceptions as we continue through the chapter. In summary, 
we have schemata about individuals, groups, places, and 
things, and these schemata filter our perceptions before, 
during, and after interactions. As schemata are retrieved from 
memory, they are executed, like computer programs or apps 
on your smartphone, to help us interpret the world around us. 
Just like computer programs and apps must be regularly 
updated to improve their functioning, competent 
communicators update and adapt their schemata as they 
have new experiences. 
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The previous section is provided by the University of 
Minnesota Libraries Publishing’s Communication in the 
Real World: An Introduction to Communication Studies.
Dentition of communication apprehension 
According to James McCroskey, communication 
apprehension is the broad term that refers to an individual’s 
“fear or anxiety associated with either real or anticipated 
communication with another person or persons” (McCroskey, 
2001). At its heart, communication apprehension is a 
psychological response to evaluation. This psychological 
response, however, quickly becomes physical as our body 
responds to the threat the mind perceives. Our bodies 
cannot distinguish between psychological and physical 
threats, so we react as though we were facing a Mack truck 
barreling in our direction. The body’s circulatory and adrenal 
systems shift into overdrive, preparing us to function at 
maximum physical efficiency—the “flight or fight” response 
(Sapolsky, 2004). 
Yet instead of running away or fighting, all we need to do is 
stand and talk. When it comes to communication 
apprehension, our physical responses are often not well 
adapted to the nature of the threat we face, as the excess 
energy created by our body can make it harder for us to be 
effective public speakers. But because communication 
apprehension is rooted in our minds, if we understand more 
about the nature of the body’s responses to stress, we can 
better develop mechanisms for managing the body’s 
misguided attempts to help us cope with our fear of social 
judgment. 
Battling nerves & the unexpected 
One of your biggest concerns about public speaking might 
be how to deal with nervousness or unexpected events. If 
that’s the case, you’re not alone—fear of speaking in public 
consistently ranks at the top of lists of people’s common 
fears. Some people are not joking when they say they would 
rather die than stand up and speak in front of a live audience. 
The fear of public speaking ranks right up there with the fear 
of flying, death, and spiders (Wallechinsky, Wallace, & 
Wallace, 1977). Even if you are one of the fortunate few who 
don’t typically get nervous when speaking in public, it’s 
important to recognize things that can go wrong and be 
mentally prepared for them. On occasion, everyone 
misplaces speaking notes, has technical difficulties with a 
presentation aid, or gets distracted by an audience member. 
Speak- ing confidently involves knowing how to deal with 
these and other unexpected events while speaking. 
In this chapter, we will help you gain knowledge about 
speaking confidently by exploring what communication 
apprehension is, examining the different types and causes of 
communication apprehension, suggesting strategies you can 
use to manage your fears of public speaking, and providing 
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Section 2
Speaking confidently & managing anxiety
tactics you can use to deal with a variety of unexpected 
events you might encounter while speaking. 
All anxiety is not the same: sources of 
communication apprehension 
We have said that experiencing some form of anxiety is a 
normal part of the communication process. Most people are 
anxious about being evaluated by an audience. Interestingly, 
many people assume that their nervousness is an experience 
unique to them. They assume that other people do not feel 
anxious when confronting the threat of public speaking 
(McCroskey, 2001). Although anxiety is a widely shared 
response to the stress of public speaking, not all anxiety is 
the same. Many researchers have investigated the 
differences between apprehension grounded in personality 
characteristics and anxiety prompted by a particular situation 
at a particular time (Witt, et. al., 2006). McCroskey argues 
there are four types of communication apprehension: anxiety 
related to trait, context, audience, and situation (McCroskey, 
2001). If you understand these different types of 
apprehension, you can gain insight into the varied 
communication factors that contribute to speaking anxiety. 
Trait anxiety 
Some people are just more disposed to communication 
apprehension than others. As Witt, Brown, Roberts, Weisel, 
Sawyer, and Behnke explain, “Trait anxiety measures how 
people generally feel across situations and time 
periods” (Witt, et. al., 2006). This means that some people 
feel more uncomfortable than the average person regardless 
of the context, audience, or situation. It doesn’t matter 
whether you are raising your hand in a group discussion, 
talking with people you meet at a party, or giving speeches in 
a class, you’re likely to be uncomfortable in all these settings 
if you experience trait anxiety. 
While trait anxiety is not the same as shyness, those with 
high trait anxiety are more likely to avoid exposure to public 
speaking situations, so their nervousness might be 
compounded by lack of experience or skill (Witt, et. al., 
2006). People who experience trait anxiety may never like 
public speaking, but through preparation and practice, they 
can learn to give effective public speeches when they need 
to do so. 
Context anxiety
Context anxiety refers to anxiety prompted by specific 
communication contexts. Some of the major context factors 
that can heighten this form of anxiety are formality, 
uncertainty, and novelty. 
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Formality 
Some individuals can be perfectly composed when talking at 
a meeting or in a small group; yet when faced with a more 
formal public speaking setting, they become intimidated and 
nervous. As the formality of the communication context 
increases, the stakes are raised, sometimes prompting more 
apprehension. Certain communication contexts, such as a 
press conference or a courtroom, can make even the most 
confident individuals nervous. One reason is that these 
communication contexts presuppose an adversarial 
relationship between the speaker and some audience 
members. 
Uncertainty 
In addition, it is hard to predict and control the flow of 
information in such contexts, so the level of uncertainty is 
high. The feelings of context anxiety might be similar to those 
you experience on the first day of class with a new instructor: 
you don’t know what to expect, so you are more nervous 
than you might be later in the semester when you know the 
instructor and the class routine better. 
Novelty 
Additionally, most of us are not experienced in high-tension 
communication settings. The novelty of the communication 
context we encounter is another factor contributing to 
apprehension. Anxiety becomes more of an issue in 
communication environments that are new to us, even for 
those who are normally comfortable with speaking in public. 
Most people can learn through practice to cope with their 
anxiety prompted by formal, uncertain, and novel 
communication contexts. Fortunately, most public speaking 
classroom contexts are not adversarial. The opportunities 
you have to practice giving speeches reduces the novelty 
and uncertainty of the public speaking context, enabling 
most students to learn how to cope with anxiety prompted 
by the communication context. 
Audience anxiety 
For some individuals, it is not the communication context 
that prompts anxiety; it is the people in the audience they 
face. Audience anxiety describes communication 
apprehension prompted by specific audience characteristics. 
These characteristics include similarity, subordinate status, 
audience size, and familiarity. 
You might have no difficulty talking to an audience of your 
peers in student government meetings, but an audience 
composed of parents and students on a campus visit might 
make you nervous because of the presence of parents in the 
audience. The degree of perceived similarity between you 
and your audience can influence your level of speech anxiety. 
We all prefer to talk to an audience that we believe shares our 
values more than to one that does not. The more dissimilar 
we are compared to our audience members, the more likely 
we are to be nervous. Studies have shown that subordinate 
status can also contribute to speaking anxiety (Witt, et. al., 
2006). Talking in front of your boss or teacher may be 
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intimidating, especially if you are being evaluated. The size of 
the audience can also play a role: the larger the audience, the 
more threatening it may seem. Finally, familiarity can be a 
factor. Some of us prefer talking to strangers rather than to 
people we know well. Others feel more nervous in front of an 
audience of friends and family because there is more 
pressure to perform well. 
Situational anxiety 
Situational anxiety, McCroskey explains, is the 
communication apprehension created by “the unique 
combination of influences generated by audience, time and 
context” (McCroskey, 2001). Each communication event 
involves several dimensions: physical, temporal, social-
psychological, and cultural. These dimensions combine to 
create a unique communication situation that is different from 
any previous communication event. The situation created by 
a given audience, in a given time, and in a given context can 
coalesce into situational anxiety. 
For example, I once had to give a presentation at a general 
faculty meeting on general education assessment. To my 
surprise, I found myself particularly nervous about this 
speech. The audience was familiar to me but was relatively 
large compared to most classroom settings. I knew the 
audience well enough to know that my topic was 
controversial for some faculty members who resented the 
mandate for assessment coming from top administration. 
The meeting occurred late on a Friday afternoon, and my 
presentation was scheduled more than an hour into the two-
hour meeting. All these factors combined to produce 
situational anxiety for me. While I successfully applied the 
principles for managing stage fright, this speaking situation 
stands out in my mind as one of the most nerve-wracking 
speaking challenges I have ever faced. 
Reducing communication apprehension 
Experiencing some nervousness about public speaking is 
normal. The energy created by this physiolog- ical response 
can be functional if you harness it as a resource for more 
effective public speaking. In this section, we suggest a 
number of steps that you can take to channel your stage 
fright into excitement and animation. We will begin with 
specific speech-related considerations and then briefly 
examine some of the more general anxiety management 
options available. 
Speech-related considerations 
Communication apprehension does not necessarily remain 
constant throughout all the stages of speech preparation and 
delivery. One group of researchers studied the ebb and flow 
of anxiety levels at four stages in the delivery of a speech. 
They compared indicators of physiological stress at different 
mile- stones in the process: 
• anticipation (the minute prior to starting the speech),  
 
	 • confrontation (the first minute of the speech),  
 
	 • adaptation (the last minute of the speech), and  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	 • release (the minute immediately following the end of 	
	 the speech) (Witt, et. al., 2006). 
 
These researchers found that anxiety typically peaked at the 
anticipatory stage. In other words, we are likely to be most 
anxious right before we get up to speak. As we progress 
through our speech, our level of anxiety is likely to decline. 
Planning your speech to incorporate techniques for 
managing your nervousness at different times will help you 
decrease the overall level of stress you experience. We also 
offer a number of suggestions for managing your reactions 
while you are delivering your speech. 
Think positively
As we mentioned earlier, communication apprehension 
begins in the mind as a psychological response. This 
underscores the importance of a speaker’s psychological 
attitude toward speaking. To prepare your- self mentally for a 
successful speaking experience, we recommend using a 
technique called cognitive restructuring. Cognitive 
restructuring is simply changing how you label the 
physiological responses you will experience. Rather than 
thinking of public speaking as a dreaded obligation, make a 
conscious decision to consider it an exciting opportunity. The 
first audience member that you have to convince is yourself, 
by deliberately replacing negative thoughts with positive 
ones. If you say something to your- self often enough, you 
will gradually come to believe it.  
We also suggest practicing what communication scholars 
Metcalfe, Beebe, and Beebe call positive self- talk rather than 
negative self-talk (Metcalfe, 1994; Beebe, 2000). If you find 
yourself thinking, “I’m going to forget everything when I get 
to the front of the room,” turn that negative message around 
to a positive one. Tell yourself, “I have notes to remind me 
what comes next, and the audience won’t know if I don’t 
cover everything in the order I planned.” The idea is to 
dispute your negative thoughts and replace them with 
positive ones, even if you think you are “conning” yourself. 
By monitoring how you talk about yourself, you can unlearn 
old patterns and change the ways you think about things that 
produce anxiety. 
Reducing anxiety through preparation 
As we have said earlier in this chapter, uncertainty makes for 
greater anxiety. Nothing is more frighten- ing than facing the 
unknown. Although no one can see into the future and 
predict everything that will happen during a speech, every 
speaker can and should prepare so that the “unknowns” of 
the speech event are kept to a minimum. You can do this by 
gaining as much knowledge as possible about whom you will 
be addressing, what you will say, how you will say it, and 
where the speech will take place. 
Analyze your audience 
The audience that we imagine in our minds is almost always 
more threatening than the reality of the people sitting in front 
of us. The more information you have about the 
characteristics of your audience, the more you will be able to 
craft an effective message. Since your stage fright is likely to 
be at its highest in the beginning of your speech, it is helpful 
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to open the speech with a technique to prompt an audience 
response. You might try posing a question, asking for a show 
of hands, or sharing a story that you know is relevant to your 
listeners’ experience. When you see the audience responding 
to you by nodding, smil- ing, or answering questions, you will 
have directed the focus of attention from yourself to the 
audience. Such responses indicate success; they are 
positively reinforcing, and thus reduce your nervousness. 
Clearly organize your ideas 
Being prepared as a speaker means knowing the main points 
of your message so well that you can remember them even 
when you are feeling highly anxious, and the best way to 
learn those points is to create an outline for your speech. 
With a clear outline to follow, you will find it much easier to 
move from one point to the next without stumbling or getting 
lost. 
A note of caution is in order: you do not want to react to the 
stress of speaking by writing and memorizing a manuscript. 
Your audience will usually be able to tell that you wrote your 
speech out verbatim, and they will tune out very quickly. You 
are setting yourself up for disaster if you try to memorize a 
written text because the pressure of having to remember all 
those particulars will be tremendous. Moreover, if you have a 
momentary memory lapse during a memorized speech, you 
may have a lot of trouble continuing without starting over at 
the beginning. 
What you do want to prepare is a simple outline that reminds 
you of the progression of ideas in your speech. What is 
important is the order of your points, not the specifics of 
each sentence. It is perfectly fine if your speech varies in 
terms of specific language or examples each time you 
practice it. 
It may be a good idea to reinforce this organization through 
visual aids. When it comes to managing anxiety, visual aids 
have the added benefit of taking attention off the speaker. 
Focus on the audience, not on yourself 
During your speech, make a point of establishing direct eye 
contact with your audience members. By looking at 
individuals, you establish a series of one-to-one contacts 
similar to interpersonal communication. An audience 
becomes much less threatening when you think of them not 
as an anonymous mass but as a collection of individuals. 
A colleague once shared his worst speaking experience 
when he reached the front of the room and forgot everything 
he was supposed to say. When I asked what he saw when he 
was in the front of the room, he looked at me like I was crazy. 
He responded, “I didn’t see anything. All I remember is a 
mental image of me up there in the front of the room blowing 
it.” Speaking anxiety becomes more intense if you focus on 
yourself rather than concentrating on your audience and your 
material. 
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The previous section is provided by the University of 
Minnesota Libraries Publishing’s Stand up, Speak out: 
The Practice and Ethics of Public Speaking.
Chapter 6
The Importance of Listening
Chapter 6
rtance of Listeni g
After reading this chapter, students will be able to: 
•	 develop listening skills Present original 	 	
	 arguments in a confident manner, 
•	 assess and analyze the listening process, and 
•	 explain how “noise” can affect listening.
In our sender-oriented society, listening is often overlooked 
as an important part of the communication process. Yet 
research shows that adults spend about 45 percent of their 
time listening, which is more than any other communicative 
activity. In some contexts, we spend even more time listening 
than that. On average, workers spend 55 percent of their 
workday listening, and managers spend about 63 percent of 
their day listening (Hargie, 2011).
Listening is a primary means through which we learn new 
information, which can help us meet instrumental needs as 
we learn things that helps us complete certain tasks at work 
or school and get things done in general. The act of listening 
to our relational partners provides support, which is an 
important part of relational maintenance and helps us meet 
our relational needs. Listening to what others say about us 
helps us develop an accurate self- concept, which can help 
us more strategically communicate for identity needs in order 
to project to others our desired self. Overall, improving our 
listening skills can help us be better students, better 
relational partners, and more successful professionals. 
Understanding how & why we listen 
Listening is the learned process of receiving, interpreting, 
recalling, evaluating, and responding to verbal and nonverbal 
messages. We begin to engage with the listening process  
 
long before we engage in any recognizable verbal or 
nonverbal communication. It is only after listening for months 
as infants that we begin to consciously practice our own 
forms of expression. In this section we will learn more about 
each stage of the listening process, the main types of 
listening, and the main listening styles. 
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Section 1
Listening
The listening process 
Listening is a process and as such doesn’t have a defined 
start and finish. Like the communication process, listening 
has cognitive, behavioral, and relational elements and 
doesn’t unfold in a linear, step-by-step fashion. Models of 
processes are informative in that they help us visualize 
specific components, but keep in mind that they do not 
capture the speed, overlapping nature, or overall complexity 
of the actual process in action. The stages of the listening 
process are receiving, interpreting, recalling, evaluating, and 
responding. 
Receiving 
Before we can engage other steps in the listening process, 
we must take in stimuli through our senses. In any given 
communication encounter, it is likely that we will return to the 
receiving stage many times as we process incoming 
feedback and new messages. This part of the listening 
process is more physiological than other parts, which include 
cognitive and relational elements. We primarily take in 
information needed for listening through auditory and visual 
channels. Although we don’t often think about visual cues as 
a part of listening, they influence how we interpret messages. 
For example, seeing a person’s face when we hear their 
voice allows us to take in nonverbal cues from facial 
expressions and eye contact. The fact that these visual cues 
are missing in e-mail, text, and phone interactions presents 
some difficulties for reading contextual clues into meaning 
received through only auditory channels. 
These perceptual filters also play a role in listening. Some 
stimuli never make it in, some are filtered into 
subconsciousness, and others are filtered into various levels 
of consciousness based on their salience. Recall that 
salience is the degree to which something attracts our 
attention in a particular context and that we tend to find 
salient things that are visually or audibly stimulating and 
things that meet our needs or interests. Think about how it’s 
much easier to listen to a lecture on a subject that you find 
very interesting. 
It is important to consider noise as a factor that influences 
how we receive messages. Some noise interferes primarily 
with hearing, which is the physical process of receiving 
stimuli through internal and external components of the ears 
and eyes, and some interferes with listening, which is the 
cognitive process of processing the stimuli taken in during 
hearing. While hearing leads to listening, they are not the 
same thing. Environmental noise such as other people 
talking, the sounds of traffic, and music interfere with the 
physiological aspects of hearing. Psychological noise like 
stress and anger interfere primarily with the cognitive 
processes of listening. We can enhance our ability to receive, 
and in turn listen, by trying to minimize noise. 
Interpreting 
During the interpreting stage of listening, we combine the 
visual and auditory information we receive and try to make 
meaning out of that information using schemata. The 
interpreting stage engages cognitive and relational 
processing as we take in informational, contextual, and 
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relational cues and try to connect them in meaningful ways to 
previous experiences. It is through the interpreting stage that 
we may begin to understand the stimuli we have received. 
When we understand something, we are able to attach 
meaning by connecting information to previous experiences. 
Through the process of comparing new information with old 
information, we may also update or revise particular 
schemata if we find the new information relevant and 
credible. If we have difficulty interpreting information, 
meaning we don’t have previous experience or information in 
our existing schemata to make sense of it, then it is difficult 
to transfer the information into our long-term memory for 
later recall. In situations where understanding the information 
we receive isn’t important or isn’t a goal, this stage may be 
fairly short or even skipped. After all, we can move 
something to our long-term memory by repetition and then 
later recall it without ever having understood it. I remember 
earning perfect scores on exams in my anatomy class in 
college because I was able to memorize and recall, for 
example, all the organs in the digestive system. In fact, I 
might still be able to do that now over a decade later. But 
neither then nor now could I tell you the significance or 
function of most of those organs, meaning I didn’t really get 
to a level of understanding but simply stored the information 
for later recall. 
Recalling 
Our ability to recall information is dependent on some of the 
physiological limits of how memory works. Overall, our 
memories are known to be fallible. We forget about half of 
what we hear immediately after hearing it, recall 35 percent 
after eight hours, and recall 20 percent after a day (Hargie, 
2011). Our memory consists of multiple “storage units,” 
including sensory storage, short-term memory, working 
memory, and long-term memory (Hargie, 2011). 
Our sensory storage is very large in terms of capacity but 
limited in terms of length of storage. We can hold large 
amounts of unsorted visual information but only for about a 
tenth of a second. By comparison, we can hold large 
amounts of unsorted auditory information for longer—up to 
four seconds. This initial memory storage unit doesn’t 
provide much use for our study of communication, as these 
large but quickly expiring chunks of sensory data are 
primarily used in reactionary and instinctual ways. 
As stimuli are organized and interpreted, they make their way 
to short-term memory where they either expire and are 
forgotten or are transferred to long-term memory. Short-term 
memory is a mental storage capability that can retain stimuli 
for twenty seconds to one minute. Long-term memory is a 
mental storage capability to which stimuli in short-term 
memory can be transferred if they are connected to existing 
schema and in which information can be stored indefinitely 
(Hargie, 2011). Working memory is a temporarily accessed 
memory storage space that is activated during times of high 
cognitive demand. When using working memory, we can 
temporarily store information and process and use it at the 
same time. This is different from our typical memory function 
in that information usually has to make it to long-term 
memory before we can call it back up to apply to a current 
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situation. People with good working memories are able to 
keep recent information in mind and process it and apply it to 
other incoming information. This can be very useful during 
high-stress situations. A person in control of a command 
center like the White House Situation Room should have a 
good working memory in order to take in, organize, evaluate, 
and then immediately use new information instead of having 
to wait for that information to make it to long-term memory 
and then be retrieved and used. 
Although recall is an important part of the listening process, 
there isn’t a direct correlation between being good at 
recalling information and being a good listener. Some people 
have excellent memories and recall abilities and can tell you 
a very accurate story from many years earlier during a 
situation in which they should actually be listening and not 
showing off their recall abilities. Recall is an important part of 
the listening process because it is most often used to assess 
listening abilities and effectiveness. Many quizzes and tests 
in school are based on recall and are often used to assess 
how well students comprehended information presented in 
class, which is seen as an indication of how well they 
listened. When recall is our only goal, we excel at it. 
Experiments have found that people can memorize and later 
recall a set of faces and names with near 100 percent recall 
when sitting in a quiet lab and asked to do so. But throw in 
external noise, more visual stimuli, and multiple contextual 
influences, and we can’t remember the name of the person 
we were just introduced to one minute earlier. Even in 
interpersonal encounters, we rely on recall to test whether or 
not someone was listening. Imagine that Azam is talking to 
his friend Belle, who is sitting across from him in a restaurant 
booth. Azam, annoyed that Belle keeps checking her phone, 
stops and asks, “Are you listening?” Belle inevitably replies, 
“Yes,” since we rarely fess up to our poor listening habits, 
and Azam replies, “Well, what did I just say?” 
Evaluating 
When we evaluate something, we make judgments about its 
credibility, completeness, and worth. In terms of credibility, 
we try to determine the degree to which we believe a 
speaker’s statements are correct and/or true. In terms of 
completeness, we try to “read between the lines” and 
evaluate the message in relation to what we know about the 
topic or situation being discussed. We evaluate the worth of 
a message by making a value judgment about whether we 
think the message or idea is good/bad, right/wrong, or 
desirable/undesirable. All these aspects of evaluating require 
critical thinking skills, which we aren’t born with but must 
develop over time through our own personal and intellectual 
development. 
Studying communication is a great way to build your critical 
thinking skills, because you learn much more about the 
taken-for-granted aspects of how communication works, 
which gives you tools to analyze and critique messages, 
senders, and contexts. Critical thinking and listening skills 
also help you take a more proactive role in the 
communication process rather than being a passive receiver 
of messages that may not be credible, complete, or 
worthwhile. One danger within the evaluation stage of 
listening is to focus your evaluative lenses more on the 
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speaker than the message. This can quickly become a barrier 
to effective listening if we begin to prejudge a speaker based 
on his or her identity or characteristics rather than on the 
content of his or her message. 
Responding 
Responding entails sending verbal and nonverbal messages 
that indicate attentiveness and understanding or a lack 
thereof. From our earlier discussion of the communication 
model, you may be able to connect this part of the listening 
process to feedback. Later, we will learn more specifics 
about how to encode and decode the verbal and nonverbal 
cues sent during the responding stage, but we all know from 
experience some signs that indicate whether a person is 
paying attention and understanding a message or not. We 
send verbal and nonverbal feedback while another person is 
talking and after they are done. Back-channel cues are the 
verbal and nonverbal signals we send while someone is 
talking and can consist of verbal cues like “uh-huh,” “oh,” 
and “right,” and/or nonverbal cues like direct eye contact, 
head nods, and leaning forward. Back- channel cues are 
generally a form of positive feedback that indicates others 
are actively listening. People also send cues intentionally and 
unintentionally that indicate they aren’t listening. If another 
person is looking away, fidgeting, texting, or turned away, we 
will likely interpret those responses negatively. 
Paraphrasing is a responding behavior that can also show 
that you understand what was communicated. When you 
paraphrase information, you rephrase the message into your 
own words. For example, you might say the following to start 
off a paraphrased response: “What I heard you say was...” or 
“It seems like you’re saying...” You can also ask clarifying 
questions to get more information. It is often a good idea to 
pair a paraphrase with a question to keep a conversation 
flowing. For example, you might pose the following 
paraphrase and question pair: “It seems like you believe you 
were treated unfairly. Is that right?” Or you might ask a 
standalone question like “What did your boss do that made 
you think he was ‘playing favorites?’” Make sure to 
paraphrase and/or ask questions once a person’s turn is 
over, because interrupting can also be interpreted as a sign 
of not listening. Paraphrasing is also a good tool to use in 
computer-mediated communication, especially since 
miscommunication can occur due to a lack of nonverbal and 
other contextual cues. 
The Importance of Listening 
Understanding how listening works provides the foundation 
we need to explore why we listen, including various types 
and styles of listening. In general, listening helps us achieve 
all the communication goals (physical, instrumental, 
relational, and identity) that we learned about in Chapter 1 
“Introduction to Communication Studies”. Listening is also 
important in academic, professional, and personal contexts. 
In terms of academics, poor listening skills were shown to 
contribute significantly to failure in a person’s first year of 
college (Zabava & Wolvin, 1993). In general, students with 
high scores for listening ability have greater academic 
achievement. Interpersonal communication skills including 
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listening are also highly sought after by potential employers, 
consistently ranking in the top ten in national surveys 
(National Association of Colleges and Employers, 2010). 
Poor listening skills, lack of conciseness, and inability to give 
constructive feedback have been identified as potential 
communication challenges in professional contexts. Even 
though listening education is lacking in our society, research 
has shown that introductory communication courses provide 
important skills necessary for functioning in entry-level jobs, 
including listening, writing, motivating/persuading, 
interpersonal skills, informational interviewing, and small-
group problem solving (DiSalvo, 1980). Training and 
improvements in listening will continue to pay off, as 
employers desire employees with good communication skills, 
and employees who have good listening skills are more likely 
to get promoted. 
Listening also has implications for our personal lives and 
relationships. We shouldn’t underestimate the power of 
listening to make someone else feel better and to open our 
perceptual field to new sources of information. Empathetic 
listening can help us expand our self and social awareness 
by learning from other people’s experiences and by helping 
us take on different perspectives. Emotional support in the 
form of empathetic listening and validation during times of 
conflict can help relational partners manage common 
stressors of relationships that may otherwise lead a 
partnership to deteriorate (Milardo & Helms-Erikson, 2000). 
The following list reviews some of the main functions of 
listening that are relevant in multiple contexts. 
The main purposes of listening are: 
• to focus on messages sent by other people or noises 		
coming from our surroundings;  
• to better our understanding of other people’s 
communication;  
• to critically evaluate other people’s messages;  
• to monitor nonverbal signals;  
• to indicate that we are interested or paying attention;  
• to empathize with others and show we care for them 
(relational maintenance); and  
• to engage in negotiation, dialogue, or other exchanges that 
result in shared understanding of or agreement on an issue. 
(Hargie, 2011)
Listening styles 
Just as there are different types of listening, there are also 
different styles of listening. People may be categorized as 
one or more of the following listeners: people-oriented, 
action-oriented, content-oriented, and time-oriented 
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listeners. Research finds that 40 percent of people have more 
than one preferred listening style, and that they choose a 
style based on the listening situation (Bodie & Villaume, 
2003). Other research finds that people often still revert back 
to a single preferred style in times of emotional or cognitive 
stress, even if they know a different style of listening would 
be better (Worthington, 2003). Following a brief overview of 
each listening style, we will explore some of their 
applications, strengths, and weaknesses. 
• People-oriented listeners are concerned about the needs 
and feelings of others and may get distracted from a 
specific task or the content of a message in order to 
address feelings.  
• Action-oriented listeners prefer well-organized, precise, 
and accurate information. They can become frustrated with 
they perceive communication to be unorganized or 
inconsistent, or a speaker to be “long-winded.”  
• Content-oriented listeners are analytic and enjoy 
processing complex messages. They like in-depth 
information and like to learn about multiple sides of a topic 
or hear multiple perspectives on an issue. Their 
thoroughness can be difficult to manage if there are time 
constraints.  
• Time-oriented listeners are concerned with completing 
tasks and achieving goals. They do not like information 
perceived as irrelevant and like to stick to a timeline. They 
may cut people off and make quick decisions (taking short 
cuts or cutting corners) when they think they have enough 
information. 
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The previous section is provided by the University of 
Minnesota Libraries Publishing’s Communication in the 
Real World: An Introduction to Communication Studies.
Listening vs. hearing 
Hearing is an accidental and automatic brain response to 
sound that requires no effort. We are surrounded by sounds 
most of the time. For example, we are accustomed to the 
sounds of airplanes, lawn mowers, furnace blowers, the 
rattling of pots and pans, and so on. We hear those 
incidental sounds and, unless we have a reason to do 
otherwise, we train ourselves to ignore them. We learn to 
filter out sounds that mean little to us, just as we choose to 
hear our ringing cell phones and other sounds that are more 
important to us. 
Listening, on the other hand, is purposeful and focused 
rather than accidental. As a result, it requires motivation and 
effort. Listening, at its best, is active, focused, concentrated 
attention for the purpose of understanding the meanings 
expressed by a speaker. We do not always listen at our best, 
however, and later in this chapter we will examine some of 
the reasons why and some strategies for becoming more 
active critical listeners. 
Benefits of listening 
Listening should not be taken for granted. Before the 
invention of writing, people conveyed virtually all knowledge 
through some combination of showing and telling. Elders 
recited tribal histories to attentive audiences. Listeners 
received religious teachings enthusiastically. Myths, legends, 
folktales, and stories for entertainment survived only because 
audiences were eager to listen. Nowadays, however, you can 
gain information and entertainment through reading and 
electronic recordings rather than through real- time listening. 
If you become distracted and let your attention wander, you 
can go back and replay a recording. Despite that fact, you 
can still gain at least four compelling benefits by becoming 
more active and competent at real-time listening. 
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Section 2
The importance of listening
You become a better student 
When you focus on the material presented in a classroom, 
you will be able to identify not only the words used in a 
lecture but their emphasis and their more complex meanings. 
You will take better notes, and you will more accurately 
remember the instructor’s claims, information, and 
conclusions. Many times, instructors give verbal cues about 
what information is important, specific expectations about 
assignments, and even what material is likely to be on an 
exam, so careful listening can be beneficial. 
You become a better friend 
When you give your best attention to people expressing 
thoughts and experiences that are important to them, those 
individuals are likely to see you as someone who cares about 
their well-being. This fact is especially true when you give 
your attention only and refrain from interjecting opinions, 
judgments, and advice. 
Good listening can help your public speaking 
When you listen well to others, you start to pick up more on 
the stylistic components related to how people form 
arguments and present information. As a result, you have the 
ability to analyze what you think works and doesn’t work in 
others’ speeches, which can help you transform your 
speeches in the process. For example, really paying attention 
to how others cite sources orally during their speeches may 
give you ideas about how to more effectively cite sources in 
your presentation. 
Why listening is difficult 
At times, everyone has difficulty staying completely focused 
during a lengthy presentation. We can sometimes have 
difficulty listening to even relatively brief messages. Some of 
the factors that interfere with good listening might exist 
beyond our control, but others are manageable. It’s helpful to 
be aware of these factors so that they interfere as little as 
possible with understanding the message. 
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Receiver biases 
Good listening involves keeping an open mind and 
withholding judgment until the speaker has completed the 
message. Conversely, biased listening is characterized by 
jumping to conclusions; the biased listener believes, “I don’t 
need to listen because I already know what I think.” Receiver 
biases can refer to two things: biases with reference to the 
speaker and preconceived ideas and opinions about the 
topic or message. Both can be considered noise. Everyone 
has biases, but good listeners have learned to hold them in 
check while listening. 
The first type of bias listeners can have is related to the 
speaker. Often a speaker stands up and an audi- ence 
member simply doesn’t like the speaker, so the audience 
member may not listen to the speaker’s message. Maybe you 
have a classmate who just gets under your skin for some 
reason, or maybe you question a classmate’s competence on 
a given topic. When we have preconceived notions about a 
speaker, those biases can interfere with our ability to listen 
accurately and competently to the speaker’s message. 
The second type of bias listeners can have is related to the 
topic or content of the speech. Maybe the speech topic is 
one you’ve heard a thousand times, so you just tune out the 
speech. Or maybe the speaker is presenting a topic or 
position you fundamentally disagree with. When listeners 
have strong preexisting opinions about a topic, such as the 
death penalty, religious issues, affirmative action, abortion, or 
global warming, their biases may make it difficult for them to 
even consider new information about the topic, especially if 
the new information is inconsistent with what they already 
believe to be true. As listeners, we have difficulty identifying 
our biases, especially when they seem to make sense. 
However, it is worth recognizing that our lives would be very 
difficult if no one ever considered new points of view or new 
information. We live in a world where everyone can benefit 
from clear thinking and open-minded listening. 
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The previous section is provided by the University of 
Minnesota Libraries Publishing’s Stand up, Speak out: 
The Practice and Ethics of Public Speaking.
Chapter 7
Audience Analysis
Chapter 7
e Analysis
After reading this chapter, students will be able to: 
•	 prepare and deliver messages that are 	 	
	 appropriate to audience and purpose, and 
•	 identify a specific audience and target their 	
	 message effectively.
What is an audience analysis? 
One of the consequences of the First Amendment to the 
Constitution, which protects our right to speak freely, is that 
we focus so much on what we want to say that we often 
overlook the question of who our audience is. Does your 
audience care what you as a speaker think? Can they see 
how your speech applies to their lives and interests? The act 
of public speaking is a shared activity that involves inter- 
action between speaker and audience. In order for your 
speech to get a fair hearing, you need to create a relationship 
with your listeners. Scholars Sprague, Stuart, and Bodary 
explain, “Speakers do not give speeches to audiences; they 
jointly create meaning with audiences” (Sprague, et al., 
2010). The success of your speech rests in large part on how 
your audience receives and understands it. 
Think of a time when you heard a speech that sounded 
“canned” or that fell flat because the audience didn’t “get it.” 
Chances are that this happened because the speaker 
neglected to consider that public speaking is an audience-
centered activity. Worse, lack of consideration for one’s 
audience can result in the embarrassment of alienating 
listeners by telling a joke they don’t appreciate, or using 
language they find offensive. The best way to reduce the risk 
of such situations is to conduct an audience analysis as you 
prepare your speech. 
Audience analysis is the process of gathering information 
about the people in your audience so that you can 
understand their needs, expectations, beliefs, values, 
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attitudes, and likely opinions. In this chapter, we will first 
examine some reasons why audience analysis is important. 
We will then describe three different types of audience 
analysis and some techniques to use in conducting audience 
analysis. Finally, we will explain how you can use your 
audience analysis not only during the creation of your speech 
but also while you are delivering it. 
Why conduct an audience analysis 
Acknowledge the audience 
Picture yourself in front of the audience, about to deliver your 
speech. This is the moment when your relationship with your 
audience begins, and the quality of this relationship will 
influence how receptive they will be to your ideas, or at least 
how willing they’ll be to listen to what you have to say. One of 
the best ways to initiate this relationship is by finding a way 
to acknowledge your audience. This can be as simple as 
establishing eye contact and thanking them for coming to 
hear your presentation. If they’ve braved bad weather, are 
missing a world-class sports event, or are putting up with an 
inconvenience such as a stuffy conference room, tell them 
how much you appreciate their presence in spite of the 
circumstances. This can go a long way toward getting them 
“on board” with your message. 
For a political candidate who is traveling from town to town 
giving what may be perceived as the same campaign speech 
time and time again, a statement like “It’s great to be here in 
Springfield, and I want to thank the West Valley League of 
Women Voters and our hosts, the Downtown Senior Center, 
for the opportunity to be with you today” lets the audience 
know that the candidate has at least taken the trouble to 
tailor the speech to the present audience. Stephanie 
Coopman and James Lull tell us that Microsoft chairman Bill 
Gates often adapts to his audiences by thanking them for 
their participation in the computer industry or for their 
preparation to participate in an electronic world. The authors 
say, “Even those brief acknowledgments let audience 
members know that Gates had prepared his speech with 
them in mind” (Coopman & Lull, 2009). We will cover 
audience acknowledgment further in Chapter 10 “Creating 
the Body of a Speech”. 
Choose a worthwhile topic 
Your selection of a topic should reflect your regard for the 
audience. There is no universal list of good or bad topics, but 
you have an ethical responsibility to select a topic that will be 
worth listening to. As a stu- dent, you are probably sensitive 
to how unpleasant it would be to listen to a speech on a 
highly complex or technical topic that you found impossible 
to understand. However, have you considered that audiences 
do not want to waste their time or attention listening to a 
speech that is too simple? Many students find themselves 
tempted to choose an easy topic, or a topic they already 
know a great deal about. This is an understandable 
temptation; if you are like most students, you have many 
commitments and the demands on your time are 
considerable. Many experts encourage students to begin 
with something they already know. However, our experience 
tells us that students often do this simply to reduce their 
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workload. For example, if the purpose of your speech is to 
inform or persuade students in your public speaking class, a 
topic such as fitness, drunk driving, the Greek system 
(campus fraternities and sororities), or credit card 
responsibility may be easy for you to address, but it is 
unlikely to go very far toward informing your audience, and in 
all likelihood, it will not be persuading them either. Instead, 
your audience members and your professor will quickly 
recognize that you were thinking of your own needs rather 
than those of your audience. 
To avoid this trap, it behooves you to seek a topic that will be 
novel and interesting both for you and for your audience. It 
will also be important to do some credible research in order 
to ensure that even the most informed audience members 
will learn something from you. There are many topics that 
could provide a refreshing departure from your usual 
academic studies. Topics such as the Bermuda Triangle, 
biopiracy, the environmental niche of sharks, the green 
lifestyle, and the historic Oneida Community all provide 
interesting views of human and natural phenomena not 
usually provided in public education. Such topics might be 
more likely to hold the interest of your classroom audience 
than topics they’ve heard about time and time again. 
You should be aware that your audience will not have the 
same set of knowledge that you do. For instance, if you are 
speaking about biopiracy, you should probably define it and 
give a clear example. If your speech is on the green lifestyle, 
it would be important to frame it as a realistic choice, not a 
goal so remote as to be hopeless. In each case, you should 
use audience analysis to consider how your audience will 
respond to you, your topic, and your message. 
Clarity 
Nothing is more lamentable than a rhetorical actor who 
endeavors to make grandiose the impressions of others 
through the utilization of an elephantine albeit nonsensical 
argot—or nothing is worse than a speaker who tries to 
impress the audience with a giant vocabulary that no one 
understands. In the first portion of the preceding sentence, 
we pulled out as many polysyllabic words as we could find. 
Unfortunately, most people will just find the sentence wordy 
and the meaning will pass right over their heads. As such, we 
as public speakers must ensure that we are clear in what we 
say. 
Make sure that you state your topic clearly at the outset, 
using words that your audience will understand. Letting them 
know what to expect from your speech shows consideration 
for them as listeners and lets them know that you value their 
time and attention. 
Throughout your speech, define your terms clearly and 
carefully in order to avoid misleading or alarm- ing people by 
mistake. Be careful not to use jargon or “insider” language 
that will exclude listeners who aren’t “in the know.” If you 
approach audience analysis in haste, you might find yourself 
presenting a speech with no clear message. You might avoid 
making any statements outright from fear of offending. It is 
much better to know to whom you’re speaking and to 
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present a clear, decisive message that lets listeners know 
what you think. 
Controversial topics are important & risky 
Some of the most interesting topics are controversial. They 
are controversial topics because people have deeply felt 
values and beliefs on different sides of those topics. For 
instance, before you choose nuclear energy as your topic, 
investigate the many voices speaking out both in favor and 
against increasing its use. Many people perceive nuclear 
energy as a clean, reliable, and much-needed source of 
energy. Others say that even the mining of uranium is harmful 
to the environment, that we lack satisfactory solutions for 
storing nuclear waste, and that nuclear power plants are 
vulnerable to errors and attacks. Another group might view 
the issue economically, believing that industry needs nuclear 
energy. Engineers might believe that if the national grid could 
be modernized, we would have enough energy, and that we 
should strive to use and waste less energy until 
modernization is feasible. Some might feel deep concern 
about our reliance on foreign oil. Others might view nuclear 
energy as more tried-and-true than other alternatives. The 
topic is extremely controversial, and yet it is interesting and 
very important. 
You shouldn’t avoid controversy altogether, but you should 
choose your topic carefully. Moreover, how you treat your 
audience is just as important as how you treat your topic. If 
your audience has widely diverse views, take the time to 
acknowledge the concerns they have. Treat them as 
intelligent people, even if you don’t trust the completeness or 
the accuracy of their beliefs about your topic. 
Adapt your speech to audience needs 
When preparing a speech for a classroom audience 
consisting of other students and your professor, you may feel 
that you know their interests and expectations fairly well. 
However, we learn public speaking in order to be able to 
address other audiences where we can do some good. In 
some cases, your audience might consist of young children 
who are not ready to accept the fact that a whale is not a fish 
or that the moon is always round even though it sometimes 
appears to be a crescent or a half circle. In other cases, your 
audience might include retirees living on fixed incomes and 
who therefore might not agree that raising local taxes is a 
vital “investment in the future.” 
Even in an audience that appears to be homogeneous—
composed of people who are very similar to one another—
different listeners will understand the same ideas in different 
ways. Every member of every audience has his or her own 
frame of reference—the unique set of perspectives, 
experience, knowl- edge, and values belonging to every 
individual. An audience member who has been in a car 
accident caused by a drunk driver might not appreciate a 
lighthearted joke about barhopping. Similarly, stressing the 
importance of graduate school might be discouraging to 
audience members who don’t know whether they can even 
afford to stay in college to complete an undergraduate 
degree. 
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These examples illustrate why audience analysis—the 
process of learning all you reasonably can about your 
audience—is so centrally important. Audience analysis 
includes consideration of demographic information, such as 
the gender, age range, marital status, race, and ethnicity of 
the people in your audience. Another, perhaps less obvious, 
demographic factor is socioeconomic status, which refers to 
a combination of characteristics including income, wealth, 
level of education, and occupational prestige. Each of these 
dimensions gives you some information about which kinds of 
topics, and which aspects of var- ious topics, will be well 
received. 
Suppose you are preparing to give an informative speech 
about early childhood health care. If your audience is a group 
of couples who have each recently had a new baby and who 
live in an affluent suburb, you can expect that they will be 
young adults with high socioeconomic status; they will likely 
be eager to know about the very best available health care 
for their children, whether they are healthy or have var- ious 
medical problems. In contrast, if your audience is a group of 
nurses, they may differ in age, but will be similar in education 
and occupational prestige. They will already know quite a lot 
about the topic, so you will want to find an aspect that may 
be new for them, such as community health care resources 
for families with limited financial resources or for referring 
children with special needs. As another exam- ple, if you are 
addressing a city council committee that is considering 
whether to fund a children’s health care initiative, your 
audience is likely to have very mixed demographics. 
Audience analysis also takes into account what market 
researchers call psychographic information, which is more 
personal and more difficult to predict than demographics. 
Psychographic information involves the beliefs, attitudes, and 
values that your audience members embrace. Respecting 
your audience means that you avoid offending, excluding, or 
trivializing the beliefs and values they hold. Return- ing to the 
topic of early childhood health care, you can expect new 
parents to be passionate about wanting the best for their 
child. The psychographics of a group of nurses would revolve 
around their professional competence and the need to 
provide “standard of care” for their patients. In a city council 
committee meeting, the topic of early childhood health care 
may be a highly personal and emotional issue for some of 
your listeners, while for others it may be strictly a matter of 
dollars and cents. 
Consider audience diversity 
Diversity is a key dimension of audience membership and, 
therefore, of audience analysis. While the term “diversity” is 
often used to refer to racial and ethnic minorities, it is 
important to realize that audiences can be diverse in many 
other ways as well. Being mindful of diversity means being 
respectful of all people and striving to avoid racism, 
ethnocentrism, sexism, ageism, elitism, and other 
assumptions. An interesting “ism” that is not often mentioned 
is chronocentrism, or the assumption that people today are 
superior to people who lived in earlier eras (Russell, 1991). 
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Sociologists John R. Logan and Wenquan Zhang analyzed 
racial and ethnic diversity in US cities and observed a pattern 
that rewrites the traditional “rules” of neighborhood change 
(Logan & Zhang, 2010). Whereas in our grandparents’ day a 
racially mixed neighborhood was one with African American 
and white residents, in recent decades, many more people 
from a variety of Asian and Latin American coun- tries have 
immigrated to the United States. As a result, many cities 
have neighborhoods that are richly diverse with Asian, 
Hispanic, and African American cultural influences as well as 
those of white Euro- pean Americans. Each cultural group 
consists of people from many communities and occupations. 
Each cultural group came to the United States for different 
reasons and came from different communities and 
occupations within their original cultures. Even though it can 
be easy to assume that people from a culture are exactly like 
each other, we undermine our credibility when we create our 
message as though members of these cultures are carbon 
copies of each other. 
One of the author’s classes included two students from 
China. During a discussion of cultural similarity and 
difference, one remarked, “I thought we would have the same 
tastes in food because we are both from China, but she likes 
different spices and cooking techniques than I do.” 
While race, ethnicity, and culture may be relatively visible 
aspects of diversity, there are many other aspects that are 
less obvious, so your audience is often more diverse than 
you might initially think. Sup- pose you are going to give a 
talk on pool safety to residents of a very affluent suburban 
community—will all your audience members be wealthy? No. 
There might be some who are unemployed, some who are 
behind on their mortgage payments, some who live in rented 
rooms, not to mention some who work as babysitters or 
housekeepers. Furthermore, if your listeners have some 
characteristic in common, it doesn’t mean that they all think 
alike. For instance, if your audience consists of people who 
are members of military families, don’t assume that they all 
have identical beliefs about national security. If there are 
many business students in your audience, don’t assume they 
all agree about the relative importance of ethics and profits. 
Instead, recognize that a range of opinion exists. 
This is where the frame of reference we mentioned earlier 
becomes an important concept. People have a wide variety 
of reasons for making the choices they make and for doing 
the things they do. For instance, a business student, while 
knowing that profitability is important, might have a strong 
interest in green lifestyles, low energy use, and alternative 
energy sources, areas of economic development that might 
require a great deal of investment before profits are realized. 
In fact, some business students may want to be involved in a 
paradigm shift away from “business as usual.” 
These examples illustrate how important it is to use audience 
analysis to avoid stereotyping—taking for granted that 
people with a certain characteristic in common have the 
same likes, dislikes, values, and beliefs. All members of our 
audiences deserve to have the same sensitivity and the same 
respect extended to them as unique individuals. Respecting 
diversity is not merely a responsibility within public speaking; 
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it should be a responsibility we strive to embrace in all our 
human interactions. 
Avoid offending your audience 
It might seem obvious that speakers should use audience 
analysis to avoid making offensive remarks, but even very 
experienced speakers sometimes forget this basic rule. If you 
were an Anglo-American elected official addressing a Latino 
audience, would you make a joke about a Mexican American 
per- son’s name sounding similar to the name of a popular 
brand of tequila? In fact, a state governor did just that in 
June 2011. Not surprisingly, news organizations covering the 
event reported that the joke fell flat (Shahid, 2011). People 
are members of groups they didn’t choose and can’t change. 
We didn’t choose our race, ethnicity, sex, age, sexual 
orientation, intellectual potential, or appearance. We already 
know that jokes aimed at people because of their 
membership in these groups are not just politically incorrect 
but also ethically wrong. 
It is not only insensitive humor that can offend an audience. 
Speakers also need to be aware of language and nonverbal 
behaviors that state or imply a negative message about 
people based on their various membership groups. Examples 
include language that suggests that all scientists are men, 
that all rela- tionships are heterosexual, or that all ethnic 
minorities are unpatriotic. By the same token, we should 
avoid embedding assumptions about people in our 
messages. Even the most subtle suggestion may not go 
unnoticed. For example, if, in your speech, you assume that 
elderly people are frail and expensively medicated, you may 
offend people whose elder loved ones do not conform in any 
way to your assumptions. 
Scholars Samovar and McDaniel tell us that ethical language 
choices require four guidelines: 
1. Be accurate; present the facts accurately.  
 
2. Be aware of the emotional impact; make sure that you 
don’t manipulate feelings.  
 
3. Avoid hateful words; refrain from language that disparages 
or belittles people. 
4. Be sensitive to the audience; know how audience 
members prefer to be identified (e.g., Native American 
instead of Indian, women instead of girls, African American 
instead of black, disabled instead of crippled). (Samovar & 
McDaniel, 2007)
If you alienate your audience, they will stop listening. They 
will refuse to accept your message, no matter how true or 
important it is. They might even become hostile. If you fail to 
recognize the complexity of your audience members and if 
you treat them as stereotypes, they will resent your 
assumptions and doubt your credibility. 
Conducting audience analysis 
Now that we have described what audience analysis is and 
why it is important, let’s examine some details of how to 
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conduct it. Exactly how can you learn about the people who 
will make up your audience? 
Direct observation 
One way to learn about people is to observe them. By 
observing nonverbal patterns of behavior, you can learn a 
great deal as long as you are careful how you interpret the 
behaviors. For instance, do people greet each other with a 
handshake, a hug, a smile, or a nod? Do members of 
opposite sexes make physical contact? Does the setting 
suggest more conservative behavior? By listening in on 
conversations, you can find out the issues that concern 
people. Are people in the campus center talking about 
political unrest in the Middle East? About concerns over 
future Pell Grant funding? We suggest that you consider the 
ethical dimensions of eavesdropping, however. Are you 
simply overhearing an open conversation, or are you prying 
into a highly personal or private discussion? 
Interviews & surveys 
Because your demographic analysis will be limited to your 
most likely audience, your most accurate way to learn about 
them is to seek personal information through interviews and 
surveys. An interview is a one-on-one exchange in which you 
ask questions of a respondent, whereas a survey is a set of 
questions administered to several—or, preferably, many—
respondents. Interviews may be conducted face-to-face, by 
phone, or by written means, such as texting. They allow more 
in-depth discussion than surveys, and they are also more 
time consuming to conduct. Surveys are also sometimes 
conducted face-to-face or by phone, but online surveys are 
increasingly common. You may collect and tabulate survey 
results manually, or set up an automated online survey 
through the free or subscription portals of sites like Survey 
Monkey and Zoomerang. Using an online survey provides the 
advantage of keeping responses anonymous, which may 
increase your audience members’ willingness to participate 
and to answer personal questions. Surveys are an efficient 
way to collect information quickly; however, in contrast to 
interviews, they don’t allow for follow-up questions to help 
you understand why your respondent gave a certain answer. 
Focus groups 
A focus group is a small group of people who give you 
feedback about their perceptions. As with interviews and 
surveys, in a focus group you should use a limited list of 
carefully prepared questions designed to get at the 
information you need to understand their beliefs, attitudes, 
and values specifically related to your topic. 
If you conduct a focus group, part of your task will be striking 
a balance between allowing the discussion to flow freely 
according to what group members have to say and keeping 
the group focused on the questions. It’s also your job to 
guide the group in maintaining responsible and respectful 
behavior toward each other. 
In evaluating focus group feedback, do your best to be 
receptive to what people had to say, whether or not it 
conforms to what you expected. Your purpose in conducting 
the group was to understand group members’ beliefs, 
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attitudes, and values about your topic, not to confirm your 
assumptions. 
Using existing data about your audience 
Occasionally, existing information will be available about your 
audience. For instance, if you have a student audience, it 
might not be difficult to find out what their academic majors 
are. You might also be able to find out their degree of 
investment in their educations; for instance, you could 
reasonably assume that the seniors in the audience have 
been successful students who have invested at least three 
years pursuing a higher education. Sophomores have at least 
survived their first year but may not have matched the 
seniors in demonstrating strong values toward education and 
the work ethic necessary to earn a degree. 
In another kind of an audience, you might be able to learn 
other significant facts. For instance, are they veterans? Are 
they retired teachers? Are they members of a voluntary civic 
organization such as the Lions Club or Mothers Against 
Drunk Driving (MADD)? This kind of information should help 
you respond to their concerns and interests. 
In other cases, you may be able to use demographics 
collected by public and private organizations. Demographic 
analysis is done by the US Census Bureau through the 
American Community Survey, which is conducted every year, 
and through other specialized demographic surveys (Bureau 
of the Census, 2011; Bureau of the Census, 2011). The 
Census Bureau analysis generally captures information about 
people in all the regions of the United States, but you can 
drill down in census data to see results by state, by age 
group, by gender, by race, and by other factors. 
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Chapter 8
Researching Your Speech
After reading this chapter, students will be able to: 
•	 find a purpose and select a topic, 
•	 organize their presentation and use 	 	
	 appropriate supporting evidence, and  
•	 summarize and analyze original research in 	
	 their field of study.
In the 2004 Tony Award–winning musical Avenue Q, the lead 
character sings a song about finding his purpose in life: “I 
don’t know how I know / But I’m gonna find my purpose / I 
don’t know where I’m gonna look / But I’m gonna find my 
purpose.” Although the song is about life in general, the lyrics 
are also appropriate when thinking about the purpose of your 
speech. You may know that you have been assigned to 
deliver a speech, but finding a purpose and topic seems like 
a formidable task. You may be asking yourself questions like, 
“What if the topic I pick is too common?”; “What if no one is 
interested in my topic?”; “What if my topic is too huge to 
cover in a three- to five-minute speech?”; or many others. 
Finding a speech’s purpose and topic isn’t as complex or 
difficult as you might believe. This may be hard to accept 
right now, but trust us. After you read this chapter, you’ll 
understand how to go about finding interesting topics for a 
variety of different types of speeches. In this chapter, we are 
going to explain how to identify the general purpose of a 
speech. We will also discuss how to select a topic, what to 
do if you’re just drawing a blank, and four basic questions 
you should ask yourself about the speech topic you 
ultimately select. Finally, we will explain how to use your 
general purpose and your chosen topic to develop the 
specific purpose of your speech. 
General purposes of speaking 
What do you think of when you hear the word “purpose”? 
Technically speaking, a purpose can be defined as why 
something exists, how we use an object, or why we make 
something. For the purposes of public speaking, all three can 
be applicable. For example, when we talk about a speech’s 
purpose, we can question why a specific speech was given; 
we can question how we are supposed to use the 
information within a speech; and we can question why we 
are personally creating a speech. For this specific chapter, 
we are more interested in that last aspect of the definition of 
the word “purpose”: why we give speeches. 
Ever since scholars started writing about public speaking as 
a distinct phenomenon, there have been a range of different 
systems created to classify the types of speeches people 
may give. Aristotle talked about three speech purposes: 
deliberative (political speech), forensic (courtroom speech), 
and epideictic (speech of praise or blame). Cicero also talked 
about three purposes: judicial (courtroom speech), 
deliberative (political speech), and demonstrative (ceremonial 
speech—similar to Aristotle’s epideictic). A little more 
recently, St. Augustine of Hippo also wrote about three 
specific speech purposes: to teach (provide people with 
information), to delight (entertain people or show people false 
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ideas), and to sway (persuade people to a religious ideology). 
All these systems of identifying public speeches have been 
attempts at helping people determine the general purpose of 
their speech. A general purpose refers to the broad goal in 
creating and delivering a speech. 
These typologies or classification systems of public 
speeches serve to demonstrate that general speech 
purposes have remained pretty consistent throughout the 
history of public speaking. Modern public speaking scholars 
typically use a classification system of three general 
purposes: to inform, to persuade, and to entertain. 
To inform 
The first general purpose that some people have for giving 
speeches is to inform. Simply put, this is about helping 
audience members acquire information that they do not 
already possess. Audience members can then use this 
information to understand something (e.g., speech on a new 
technology, speech on a new virus) or to perform a new task 
or improve their skills (e.g., how to swing a golf club, how to 
assemble a layer cake). The most important characteristic of 
informative topics is that the goal is to gain knowledge. 
Notice that the goal is not to encourage people to use that 
knowledge in any specific way. When a speaker starts 
encouraging people to use knowledge in a specific way, he 
or she is no longer informing but is persuading. 
Let’s look at a real example of how an individual can 
accidentally go from informing to persuading. Let’s say you 
are assigned to inform an audience about a new vaccination 
program. In an informative speech, the purpose of the 
speech is to explain to your audience what the program is 
and how it works. If, however, you start encouraging your 
audience to participate in the vaccination program, you are 
no longer informing them about the program but rather 
persuading them to become involved in the pro- gram. One 
of the most common mistakes new public speaking students 
make is to blur the line between informing and persuading. 
To persuade 
The second general purpose people can have for speaking is 
to persuade. When we speak to persuade, we attempt to get 
listeners to embrace a point of view or to adopt a behavior 
that they would not have done otherwise. A persuasive 
speech can be distinguished from an informative speech by 
the fact that it includes a call for action for the audience to 
make some change in their behavior or thinking. 
To entertain 
The final general purpose people can have for public 
speaking is to entertain. Whereas informative and persuasive 
speech making is focused on the end result of the speech 
process, entertainment speaking is focused on the theme 
and occasion of the speech. An entertaining speech can be 
either informative or persuasive at its root, but the context or 
theme of the speech requires speakers to think about the 
speech primarily in terms of audience enjoyment. 
87
Selecting a topic 
One of the most common stumbling blocks for novice public 
speakers is selecting their first speech topic. Generally, your 
public speaking instructor will provide you with some fairly 
specific parameters to make this a little easier. You may be 
assigned to tell about an event that has shaped your life or to 
demonstrate how to do something. Whatever your basic 
parameters, at some point you as the speaker will need to 
settle on a specific topic. In this section, we’re going to look 
at some common constraints of public speaking, picking a 
broad topic area, and narrowing your topic. 
Purpose 
The first major constraint someone can have involves the 
general purpose of the speech. As mentioned earlier, there 
are three general purposes: to inform, to persuade, and to 
entertain. If you’ve been told that you will be delivering an 
informative speech, you are automatically constrained from 
delivering a speech with the purpose of persuading or 
entertaining. In most public speaking classes, this is the first 
constraint students will come in contact with because 
generally teachers will tell you the exact purpose for each 
speech in the class. 
Audience 
The second major constraint that you need to consider as a 
speaker is the type of audience you will have. As discussed 
in the chapter on audience analysis, different audiences have 
different political, religious, and ideological leanings. As such, 
choosing a speech topic for an audience that has a specific 
mindset can be very tricky. Unfortunately, choosing what 
topics may or may not be appropriate for a given audience is 
based on generalizations about specific audiences. For 
example, maybe you’re going to give a speech at a local 
meeting of Democratic leaders. You may think that all 
Democrats are liberal or progressive, but there are many 
conservative Democrats as well. If you assume that all 
Democrats are liberal or progressive, you may end up 
offending your audience by making such a generalization 
without knowing better. 
Context 
The third major constraint relates to the context. For 
speaking purposes, the context of a speech is the set of 
88
circumstances surrounding a particular speech. There are 
countless different contexts in which we can find ourselves 
speaking: a classroom in college, a religious congregation, a 
corporate boardroom, a retirement village, or a political 
convention. In each of these different contexts, the 
expectations for a speaker are going to be unique and 
different. The topics that may be appropriate in front of a 
religious group may not be appropriate in the corporate 
boardroom. Topics appropriate for the corporate board- room 
may not be appropriate at a political convention. 
Time frame 
The last—but by no means least important—major constraint 
that you will face is the time frame of your speech. In 
speeches that are under ten minutes in length, you must 
narrowly focus a topic to one major idea. For example, in a 
ten-minute speech, you could not realistically hope to 
discuss the entire topic of the US Social Security program. 
There are countless books, research articles, websites, and 
other forms of media on the topic of Social Security, so trying 
to crystallize all that information into ten minutes is just not 
realistic. 
Instead, narrow your topic to something that is more 
realistically manageable within your allotted time. You might 
choose to inform your audience about Social Security 
disability benefits, using one individual disabled person as an 
example. Or perhaps you could speak about the career of 
Robert J. Myers, one of the original architects of Social 
Security. By focusing on information that can be covered 
within your time frame, you are more likely to accomplish 
your goal at the end of the speech. 
Selecting a broad subject area 
Once you know what the basic constraints are for your 
speech, you can then start thinking about picking a topic. 
The first aspect to consider is what subject area you are 
interested in examining. A subject area is a broad area of 
knowledge. Art, business, history, physical sciences, social 
sciences, humanities, and education are all examples of 
subject areas. When selecting a topic, start by casting a 
broad net because it will help you limit and weed out topics 
quickly. 
Furthermore, each of these broad subject areas has a range 
of subject areas beneath it. For example, if we take the 
subject area “art,” we can break it down further into broad 
categories like art history, art galleries, and how to create art. 
We can further break down these broad areas into even 
narrower subject areas (e.g., art history includes prehistoric 
art, Egyptian art, Grecian art, Roman art, Middle Eastern art, 
medieval art, Asian art, Renaissance art, modern art). As you 
can see, topic selection is a narrowing process. 
Narrowing your topic 
Narrowing your topic to something manageable for the 
constraints of your speech is something that takes time, 
patience, and experience. One of the biggest mistakes that 
new public speakers make is not nar- rowing their topics 
sufficiently given the constraints. In the previous section, we 
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started demonstrating how the narrowing process works, but 
even in those examples, we narrowed subject areas down to 
fairly broad areas of knowledge. 
Think of narrowing as a funnel. At the top of the funnel are 
the broad subject areas, and your goal is to narrow your topic 
further and further down until just one topic can come out the 
other end of the funnel. The more focused your topic is, the 
easier your speech is to research, write, and deliver. So let’s 
take one of the broad areas from the art subject area and 
keep narrowing it down to a manageable speech topic. For 
this example, let’s say that your general purpose is to inform, 
you are delivering the speech in class to your peers, and you 
have five to seven minutes. Now that we have the basic 
constraints, let’s start narrowing our topic. The broad area we 
are going to narrow in this example is Middle Eastern art. 
When examining the category of Middle Eastern art, the first 
thing you’ll find is that Middle Eastern art is generally 
grouped into four distinct categories: Anatolian, Arabian, 
Mesopotamian, and Syro-Pales- tinian. Again, if you’re like 
us, until we started doing some research on the topic, we 
had no idea that the historic art of the Middle East was 
grouped into these specific categories. We’ll select Anatolian 
art, or the art of what is now modern Turkey. 
You may think that your topic is now sufficiently narrow, but 
even within the topic of Anatolian art, there are smaller 
categories: pre-Hittite, Hittite, Uratu, and Phrygian periods of 
art. So let’s narrow our topic again to the Phrygian period of 
art (1200–700 BCE). Although we have now selected a 
specific period of art history in Anatolia, we are still looking at 
a five-hundred-year period in which a great deal of art was 
created. One famous Phrygian king was King Midas, who 
according to myth was given the ears of a donkey and the 
power of a golden touch by the Greek gods. As such, there is 
an interesting array of art from the period of Midas and its 
Greek counterparts representing Midas. At this point, we 
could create a topic about how Phrygian and Grecian art 
differed in their portrayals of King Midas. We now have a 
topic that is unique, interesting, and definitely manageable in 
five to seven minutes. 
Overall, when narrowing your topic, you should start by 
asking yourself four basic questions based on the constraints 
discussed earlier in this section: 
1. Does the topic match my intended general purpose?  
2. Is the topic appropriate for my audience?  
3. Is the topic appropriate for the given speaking 
context?  
4. Can I reasonably hope to inform or persuade my 
audience in the time frame I have for the speech?  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Libraries & librarians are our friends 
If you hear the word “research” and get a little queasy inside, 
you’re hardly alone. Many people dread the idea of having to 
research something, whether for a speech or a paper. 
However, there are amazing people who are like wizards of 
information called librarians, and they live in a mystical place 
of knowledge called the library. OK, so maybe they’re not 
wizards and libraries aren’t mystical, but librarians and 
libraries are definitely a good speaker’s best friend. Whether 
you are dealing with a librarian at a public library or an 
academic library, librarians have many tricks and shortcuts 
up their sleeves to make hunting for information easier and 
faster (George, 2008). You may find it odd that we decided to 
start a chapter on research discussing librarians, but we 
strongly believe that interacting with librarians and using 
libraries effectively is the first step to good research. 
What is research?
Say it with me: “Research is fun!” OK, now we know that 
some of you just looked at that sentence and totally 
disagree, but we’re here to tell you that research is fun. Now, 
this doesn’t mean that research is easy. In fact, research can 
be quite difficult and time consuming, but it’s most definitely 
fun. Let us explain why. First, when conducting research you 
get to ask questions and actually find answers. If you have 
ever wondered what the best strategies are when being 
interviewed for a job, research will tell you. If you’ve ever 
wondered what it takes to be a NASCAR driver, an astronaut, 
a marine biologist, or a university professor, once again, 
research is one of the easiest ways to find answers to 
questions you’re interested in knowing. Second, research 
can open a world you never knew existed. We often find 
ideas we had never considered and learn facts we never 
knew when we go through the research process. Lastly, 
research can lead you to new ideas and activities. Maybe you 
want to learn how to compose music, draw, learn a foreign 
language, or write a screenplay; research is always the best 
step toward learning anything. 
For the purposes of this book, we define research as 
scholarly investigation into a topic in order to dis- cover, 
revise, or report facts, theories, and applications. Now you’ll 
notice that there are three distinct parts of research: 
discovering, revising, and reporting. The first type of research 
is when people conduct some kind of study and find 
something completely new. For example, in 1928 Alexander 
Fleming accidentally discovered the first antibiotic, penicillin. 
Before this discovery, there were no antibiotics and simple 
infections killed people regularly. In this case, Fleming 
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conducted research and discovered some- thing not known 
to scientists before that time. 
The second type of research occurs when people revise 
existing facts, theories, and applications. The bulk of the 
work of modern scientists is not really in discovering new 
things, but rather trying to improve older discoveries. For 
example, to improve upon the work of Fleming’s first 
antibiotic, a group of Croatian researchers created 
azithromycin. Today azithromycin is licensed by Pfizer Inc. 
under the name Zithromax. In essence, the Croatian 
scientists built on the work of Fleming and ultimately revised 
our ability to treat infectious diseases. Today, azithromycin is 
one of the most prescribed antibiotics in the world. 
The last part of research is called the reporting function of 
research. This is the phase when you accumulate information 
about a topic and report that information to others. For 
example, in the previous two paragraphs, we conducted 
research on the history of antibiotics and provided you with 
that information. We did not discover anything, nor did we 
revise anything; we are just reporting the research. 
In addition to the three functions of research, there are also 
three end results that researchers strive toward: facts, 
theories, and applications. First, a fact is a truth that is 
arrived at through the scientific process. For example, in the 
world of psychology, it is a fact that the human brain 
influences human behavior. Centuries ago, people believed 
that human behavior was a result of various combinations of 
black and yellow biles running through our bodies. However, 
research failed to find support for this idea, whereas research 
increasingly found support for the connection between the 
brain and behavior. Facts are difficult to attain—it can take 
generations of research before a theory gains acceptance as 
a scientific fact. 
Second, researchers conduct research to understand, 
contradict, or support theories. A theory is a pro- posed 
explanation for a phenomenon that can be tested 
scientifically. Scientists work with theories for a very long 
time, testing them under a variety of conditions attempting to 
replicate earlier findings or to identify conditions under which 
earlier findings do not hold true. For example, one theory that 
often surprises people is the universal theory of gravity. Many 
people believe that our understanding of grav- ity is set in 
stone, and much of physics relies on the assumption that 
gravity exists, but gravity is not a fact. The fact that the 
theory of gravity explains is that if I hold my keys out and let 
go, they will fall to the floor. Physicists are still debating how 
gravity actually functions and speculating about other expla- 
nations for why my keys will fall to the floor. So from a 
researcher’s perspective, very few things are scientific facts. 
Lastly, researchers often look for new applications for 
something that already exists. For example, bot- ulism was at 
one point a dreaded bacterium that plagued the US food 
supply and led to many deaths. In the 1980s, an 
ophthalmologist named Allan Scott started using a version of 
botulism to treat muscle spasms in a drug called 
onabotulinumtoxinA—better known by the brand name Botox 
(Williamson, 2011). Richard Clark, a plastic surgeon, reported 
in a 1989 article that the drug also had the side effect of 
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decreasing wrinkles (Clark & Berris, 1989). From deadly 
bacteria to medical cure to one of the most commonly used 
cosmetic drugs in the world, the history of Botox has been a 
constant stream of new applications. 
Primary research 
Research generally falls into one of two categories: primary 
and secondary. Primary research is carried out to discover or 
revise facts, theories, and applications and is reported by the 
person conducting the research. Primary research can be 
considered an active form of research because the 
researcher is actually conducting the research for the 
purpose of creating new knowledge. For the purposes of 
your speech, you may utilize two basic categories of primary 
research: surveys and interviews. 
Secondary research 
Secondary research is carried out to discover or revise facts, 
theories, and applications—similar to primary research—but 
it is reported by someone not involved in conducting the 
actual research. Most of what we consider “research” falls 
into the category of secondary research. If you’ve ever 
written a paper for one of your classes and had to cite 
sources, then you’ve conducted secondary research. 
Secondary research is when you report the results of 
someone else’s primary research. If you read an academic 
arti- cle about an experiment that a group of researchers 
conducted and then tell your audience about that study, you 
are delivering information secondhand to your audience. You 
as the speaker did not conduct the study, so you are 
reporting what someone else has written. 
One place where secondary research can get people into 
trouble is when they attempt to use someone else’s 
secondary research. In a book titled Unleashing the Power of 
PR: A Contrarian’s Guide to Marketing and Communication, 
Mark Weiner cites research conducted by the investment firm 
Veronis Suhler Stevenson Partners (Weiner, 2006). It might be 
tempting to leave out Weiner’s book and just cite the Veronis 
Suhler Stevenson Partners’ research instead. While this may 
be easier, it’s not exactly ethical. Mark Weiner spent time 
conducting research and locating primary research; when 
you steal one of his sources, it’s like you’re stealing part of 
the work he’s done. Your secondary research should still be 
your research. If you haven’t laid eyes on the original study 
(e.g., Veronis Suhler Stevenson Partners’ study), you 
shouldn’t give your audience the impression that you have. 
An exception to this rule is if you are citing a translation of 
something originally written in a foreign language—and in 
that case, you still need to mention that you’re using a 
translation and not the original. 
Aside from the ethics of telling your audience where you got 
your information, you need to be aware that published 
sources sometimes make mistakes when citing information, 
so you could find yourself incorrectly providing information 
based on a mistake in Weiner’s book. Think of it like the old 
game of “Telephone,” in which you tell one person a phrase, 
that person turns to the next person and repeats the phrase, 
and by the time thirty people have completed the process, 
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the final phrase doesn’t remotely resemble the original. When 
people pass information along without verifying it 
themselves, there is always an increased likelihood of error. 
Developing a research strategy 
In the previous section we discussed what research was and 
the difference between primary and sec- ondary research. In 
this section, we are going to explore how to develop a 
research strategy. Think of a research strategy as your 
personal map. The end destination is the actual speech, and 
along the way, there are various steps you need to complete 
to reach your destination: the speech. From the day you 
receive your speech assignment, the more clearly you map 
out the steps you need to take leading up to the date when 
you will give the speech, the easier your speech development 
process will be. In the rest of this section, we are going to 
discuss time management, determining your research needs, 
finding your sources, and evaluating your sources. 
Research time 
The first step that takes a good chunk of your time is 
researching your speech. Whether you are conduct- ing 
primary research or relying on secondary research sources, 
you’re going to be spending a significant amount of time 
researching. 
As Howard and Taggart point out in their book Research 
Matters, research is not just a one-and-done task (Howard & 
Taggart, 2010). As you develop your speech, you may realize 
that you want to address a question or issue that didn’t occur 
to you during your first round of research, or that you’re 
missing a key piece of information to support one of your 
points. For these reasons, it’s always wise to allow extra time 
for targeted research later in your schedule. 
You also need to take into account the possibility of meeting 
with a research librarian. Although research librarians have 
many useful tips and tricks, they have schedules just like 
anyone else. If you know you are going to need to speak with 
a librarian, try to set up an appointment ahead of time for the 
date when you think you’ll have your questions organized, 
and be ready to meet. 
A good rule of thumb is to devote no more than one-third of 
your speech preparation time to research (e.g., if you have 
three weeks before your speech date, your research should 
be done by the end of the first week). If you are not careful, 
you could easily end up spending all your time on research 
and wait- ing until the last minute to actually prepare your 
speech, which is highly inadvisable. 
Speech preparation time 
The second task in speech preparation is to sit down and 
actually develop your speech. During this time period, you 
will use the information you collected during your research to 
fully flesh out your ideas into a complete speech. You may be 
making arguments using the research or creating visual aids. 
Whatever you need to complete during this time period, you 
need to give yourself ample time to actually prepare your 
speech. One common rule of thumb is one day of speech 
preparation per one minute of actual speaking time. 
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By allowing yourself enough time to prepare your speech, 
you’re also buffering yourself against a variety of things that 
can go wrong both in life and with your speech. Let’s face it, 
life happens. Often events completely outside our control 
happen, and these events could negatively impact our ability 
to prepare a good speech. When you give yourself a little 
time buffer, you’re already insulated from the possible 
negative effects on your speech if something goes wrong. 
The last part of speech preparation is practice. Although 
some try to say that practice makes perfect, we realize that 
perfection is never realistic because no one is perfect. We 
prefer this mantra: “Practice makes permanent.” 
And by “practice,” we mean actual rehearsals in which you 
deliver your speech out loud. Speakers who only script out 
their speeches or only think through them often forget their 
thoughts when they stand in front of an audience. Research 
has shown that when individuals practice, their speech 
performance in front of an audience is more closely aligned 
with their practice than people who just think about their 
speeches. In essence, you need to allow yourself to become 
comfortable not only with the text of the speech but also with 
the nonverbal delivery of the speech, so giving yourself 
plenty of speech preparation time also gives you more 
practice time. We will discuss speech development and 
practice further in other chapters. 
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Every day, all around the country, people give speeches that 
contain generalities and vagueness. Students on your 
campus might claim that local policies are biased against 
students, but may not explain why. Politicians may make 
claims in their speeches about “family values” without 
defining what those values are or throw out statistics without 
giving credit to where they found those numbers. Indeed, the 
nonpartisan websites FactCheck.org and Politifact.com are 
dedicated to investigating and dispelling the claims that 
politicians make in their speeches. 
In this chapter, we explore the nature of supporting ideas in 
public speaking and why support is essential to effective 
presentations. We will then discuss how to use support to 
build stronger arguments within a speech. 
Using research as support 
In public speaking, the word “support” refers to a range of 
strategies that are used to develop the central idea and 
specific purpose by providing corroborating evidence. 
Whether you are speaking to inform, persuade, or entertain, 
using support helps you create a more substantive and 
polished speech. We sometimes use the words “support” or 
“evidence” synonymously or interchangeably because both 
are designed to help ground a speech’s specific purpose. 
However, “evidence” tends to be associated specifically with 
persuasive speeches, so we opt to use the more general 
term “support” for most of this chapter. In this section, we 
are going to explore why speakers use support. 
Why we use support 
Speakers use support to help provide a foundation for their 
message. You can think of support as the legs on a table. 
Without the legs, the table becomes a slab of wood or glass 
lying on the ground; as such, it cannot fully serve the 
purpose of a table. In the same way, without support, a 
speech is nothing more than fluff. Audience members may 
ignore the speech’s message, dismissing it as just so much 
hot air. In addition to being the foundation that a speech 
stands on, support also helps us clarify content, increase 
speaker credibility, and make the speech more vivid. 
To clarify content 
The first reason to use support in a speech is to clarify 
content. Speakers often choose a piece of support because 
a previous writer or speaker has phrased something in a way 
that evokes a clear mental picture of the point they want to 
make. For example, suppose you’re preparing a speech 
about hazing in college fraternities. You may read your 
school’s code of student conduct to find out how your 
campus defines hazing. You could use this definition to make 
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sure your audience understands what hazing is and what 
types of behaviors your campus identifies as hazing. 
To add credibility 
Another important reason to use support is because it adds 
to your credibility as a speaker. The less an audience 
perceives you as an expert on a given topic, the more 
important it is to use a range of support. By doing so, you let 
your audience know that you’ve done your homework on the 
topic. 
At the same time, you could hurt your credibility if you use 
inadequate support or support from questionable sources. 
Your credibility will also suffer if you distort the intent of a 
source to try to force it to support a point that the previous 
author did not address. For example, the famous 1798 
publication by Thomas Malthus, An Essay on the Principle of 
Population, has been used as support for various arguments 
far beyond what Malthus could have intended. Malthus’s 
thesis was that as the human population increases at a 
greater rate than food production, societies will go to war 
over scarce food resources (Malthus, 1798). Some modern 
writers have suggested that, according to the Malthusian line 
of thinking, almost anything that leads to a food shortage 
could lead to nuclear war. For example, better health care 
leads to longer life spans, which leads to an increased need 
for food, leading to food shortages, which lead to nuclear 
war. Clearly, this argument makes some giant leaps of logic 
that would be hard for an audience to accept. 
For this reason, it is important to evaluate your support to 
ensure that it will not detract from your credibility as a 
speaker. Here are four characteristics to evaluate when 
looking at support options: accuracy, authority, currency, and 
objectivity. 
Accuracy 
One of the quickest ways to lose credibility in the eyes of 
your audience is to use support that is inaccurate or even 
questionably accurate. Admittedly, determining the accuracy 
of support can be difficult if you are not an expert in a given 
area, but here are some questions to ask yourself to help 
assess a source’s accuracy: 
• Does the information within one piece of supporting 	 	
evidence completely contradict other supporting 	 	
	 evidence you’ve seen? 
• If the support is using a statistic, does the supporting 
evidence explain where that statistic came from and how it 
was determined? 
• Does the logic behind the support make sense? 
One of this book’s authors recently observed a speech in 
which a student said, “The amount of pollution produced by 
using paper towels instead of hand dryers is equivalent to 
driving a car from the east coast to St. Louis.” The other 
students in the class, as well as the instructor, recognized 
that this information sounded wrong and asked questions 
about the information source, the amount of time it would 
take to produce this much pollution, and the number of hand 
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dryers used. The audience demonstrated strong listening 
skills by questioning the information, but the speaker lost 
credibility by being unable to answer their questions. 
Authority  
 
The second way to use support in building your credibility is 
to cite authoritative sources—those who are experts on the 
topic. In today’s world, there are all kinds of people who call 
themselves “experts” on a range of topics. There are even 
books that tell you how to get people to regard you as an 
expert in a given industry (Lizotte, 2007). Today there are 
“experts” on every street corner or website spouting off 
information that some listeners will view as legitimate.  
So what truly makes someone an expert? Bruce D. 
Weinstein, a professor at West Virginia University’s Center for 
Health Ethics and Law, defined expertise as having two 
senses. In his definition, the first sense of expertise is 
“knowledge in or about a particular field, and statements 
about it generally take the form, ‘S is an expert in or about 
D.’... The second sense of expertise refers to domains of 
demonstrable skills, and statements about it generally take 
the form, ‘S is an expert at skill D (Weinstein, 1993).’” Thus, 
to be an expert, someone needs to have considerable 
knowledge on a topic or considerable skill in accomplishing 
something. 
As a novice researcher, how can you determine whether an 
individual is truly an expert? Unfortunately, there is no clear-
cut way to wade through the masses of “experts” and 
determine each one’s legitimacy quickly. However, the 
following table “Who Is an Expert?” presents a list of 
questions based on the research of Marie-Line Germain that 
you can ask yourself to help determine whether someone is 
an expert (Germain, 2006).  
You don’t have to answer “yes” to all the preceding questions 
to conclude that a source is credible, but a string of “no” 
answers should be a warning signal. In a Columbia 
Journalism Review article, Allisa Quart raised the question of 
expert credibility regarding the sensitive subject of autism. 
Specifically, Quart questioned whether the celebrity 
spokesperson and autism advocate Jennifer McCarthy 
qualifies as an expert. Quart notes that McCarthy “insists that 
vaccines caused her son’s neurological disorder, a claim that 
has near-zero support in scientific literature” (Quart, 2010). 
Providing an opposing view is a widely read blog called 
Respectful Insolence, whose author is allegedly a surgeon/
scientist who often speaks out about autism and “anti- 
vaccination lunacy.” Respectful Insolence received the 2008 
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Best Weblog Award from MedGagdet: The Internet Journal of 
Emerging Medical Technologies. We used the word 
“allegedly” when referring to the author of Respectful 
Insolence because as the website explains that the author’s 
name, Orac, is the “nom de blog of a (not so) humble 
pseudonymous surgeon/scientist with an ego just big enough 
to delude him- self that someone, somewhere might actually 
give a rodent’s posterior about his miscellaneous verbal 
meanderings, but just barely small enough to admit to 
himself that few will” (ScienceBlogs LLC). 
When comparing the celebrity Jenny McCarthy to the 
blogger Orac, who do you think is the better expert? Were 
you able to answer “yes” to the questions in Table 8.1 “Who 
Is an Expert?” for both “experts”? If not, why not? Overall, 
determining the authority of support is clearly a complicated 
task, and one that you should spend time thinking about as 
you prepare the support for your speech. 
Currency 
The third consideration in using support to build your 
credibility is how current the information is. Some ideas stay 
fairly consistent over time, like the date of the Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbor or the mathematical formula for 
finding the area of a circle, but other ideas change wildly in a 
short period of time, including ideas about technology, health 
treatments, and laws. 
Although we never want to discount classic supporting 
information that has withstood the test of time, as a general 
rule for most topics, we recommend that information be less 
than five years old. Obviously, this is just a general guideline 
and can change depending on the topic. If you’re giving a 
speech on the history of mining in West Virginia, then you 
may use support from sources that are much older. However, 
if you’re discussing a medical topic, then your support 
information should probably be from the past five years or 
less. Some industries change even faster, so the best 
support may come from the past month. For example, if are 
speaking about advances in word processing, using 
information about Microsoft Word from 2003 would be 
woefully out-of-date because two upgrades have been 
released since 2003 (2007 and 2010). As a credible speaker, 
it is your responsibility to give your audience up-to-date 
information. 
Objectivity 
The last question you should ask yourself when examining 
support is whether the person or organization behind the 
information is objective or biased. Bias refers to a 
predisposition or preconception of a topic that prevents 
impartiality. Although there is a certain logic to the view that 
every one of us is innately biased, as a credible speaker, you 
want to avoid just passing along someone’s unfounded bias 
in your speech. Ideally you would use support that is 
unbiased; the following table “Is a Potential Source of 
Support Biased?” provides some questions to ask yourself 
when evaluating a potential piece of support to detect bias. 
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As with the questions in table “Who Is an Expert?” about 
expertise, you don’t have to have all “no” or “yes” responses 
to decide on bias. However, being aware of the possibility of 
bias and where your audience might see bias will help you to 
select the best possible support to include in your speech. 
The previous section is provided by the University of 
Minnesota Libraries Publishing’s Stand up, Speak out: 
The Practice and Ethics of Public Speaking.
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Choosing a topic 
Once you have determined (or been assigned) your general 
purpose, you can begin the process of choosing a topic. In 
this class, you may be given the option to choose any topic 
for your informative or persuasive speech, but in most 
academic, professional, and personal settings, there will be 
some parameters set that will help guide your topic selection. 
Speeches in future classes will likely be organized around the 
content being covered in the class. Speeches delivered at 
work will usually be directed toward a specific goal such as 
welcoming new employees, informing about changes in 
workplace policies, or presenting quarterly sales figures. We 
are also usually compelled to speak about specific things in 
our personal lives, like addressing a problem at our child’s 
school by speaking out at a school board meeting. In short, 
it’s not often that you’ll be starting from scratch when you 
begin to choose a topic. 
Whether you’ve received parameters that narrow your topic 
range or not, the first step in choosing a topic is 
brainstorming. Brainstorming involves generating many 
potential topic ideas in a fast-paced and nonjudgmental 
manner. Brainstorming can take place multiple times as you 
narrow your topic. For example, you may begin by 
brainstorming a list of your personal interests that can then 
be narrowed down to a speech topic. It makes sense that 
you will enjoy speaking about something that you care about 
or find interesting. The research and writing will be more 
interesting, and the delivery will be easier since you won’t 
have to fake enthusiasm for your topic. Speaking about 
something you’re familiar with and interested in can also help 
you manage speaking anxiety. While it’s good to start with 
your personal interests, some speakers may get stuck here if 
they don’t feel like they can make their interests relevant to 
the audience. In that case, you can look around for ideas. If 
your topic is something that’s being discussed in 
newspapers, on television, in the lounge of your dorm, or 
around your family’s dinner table, then it’s likely to be of 
interest and be relevant since it’s current. 
The following figure “Psychological Analysis: Attitudes, 
Beliefs, and Values” shows how brainstorming works in 
stages. A list of topics that interest the speaker are on the 
top row. The speaker can brainstorm subtopics for each idea 
to see which one may work the best. In this case, the 
speaker could decide to focus his or her informative speech 
on three common ways people come to own dogs: through 
breeders, pet stores, or shelters. 
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Section 4
Preparing a speech
Specific purpose 
Once you have brainstormed, narrowed, and chosen your 
topic, you can begin to draft your specific purpose 
statement. Your specific purpose is a one-sentence 
statement that includes the objective you want to accomplish 
in your speech. You do not speak aloud your specific 
purpose during your speech; you use it to guide your 
researching, organizing, and writing. A good specific purpose 
statement is audience centered, agrees with the general 
purpose, addresses one main idea, and is realistic. 
An audience-centered specific purpose statement usually 
contains an explicit reference to the audience—for example, 
“my audience” or “the audience.” Since a speaker may want 
to see if he or she effectively met his or her specific purpose, 
the objective should be written in such a way that it could be 
measured or assessed, and since a speaker actually wants to 
achieve his or her speech goal, the specific purpose should 
also be realistic. You won’t be able to teach the audience a 
foreign language or persuade an atheist to Christianity in a 
six- to nine-minute speech. The following is a good example 
of a good specific purpose statement for an informative 
speech: “By the end of my speech, the audience will be 
better informed about the effects the green movement has 
had on schools.” The statement is audience centered and 
matches with the general purpose by stating, “the audience 
will be better informed.” The speaker could also test this 
specific purpose by asking the audience to write down, at the 
end of the speech, three effects the green movement has had 
on schools. 
Thesis statement 
Your thesis statement is a one-sentence summary of the 
central idea of your speech that you either explain or defend. 
You would explain the thesis statement for an informative 
speech, since these speeches are based on factual, objective 
material. You would defend your thesis statement for a 
persuasive speech, because these speeches are 
argumentative and your thesis should clearly indicate a 
stance on a particular issue. In order to make sure your thesis 
is argumentative and your stance clear, it is helpful to start 
your thesis with the words “I believe.” When starting to work 
on a persuasive speech, it can also be beneficial to write out 
a counterargument to your thesis to ensure that it is arguable. 
The thesis statement is different from the specific purpose in 
two main ways. First, the thesis statement is content 
centered, while the specific purpose statement is audience 
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centered. Second, the thesis statement is incorporated into 
the spoken portion of your speech, while the specific 
purpose serves as a guide for your research and writing and 
an objective that you can measure. A good thesis statement 
is declarative, agrees with the general and specific purposes, 
and focuses and narrows your topic. Although you will likely 
end up revising and refining your thesis as you research and 
write, it is good to draft a thesis statement soon after drafting 
a specific purpose to help guide your progress. As with the 
specific purpose statement, your thesis helps ensure that 
your research, organizing, and writing are focused so you 
don’t end up wasting time with irrelevant materials. Keep 
your specific purpose and thesis statement handy (drafting 
them at the top of your working outline is a good idea) so you 
can reference them often. 
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The previous section is provided by the University of 
Minnesota Libraries Publishing’s Communication in the 
Real World: An Introduction to Communication Studies.
Chapter 9
Outlining Your Speech
Chapter 9
i  Your Spe ch
After reading this chapter, students will be able to: 
•	 organize their speech into three main 	 	
	 components: introduction, body, and 	 	
	 conclusion, 
•	 draft a thesis statement for their presentation, 
	 and 
•	 develop the groundwork for their presentation 
	 outline.
Organizing 
When organizing your speech, you want to start with the 
body. Even though most students want to start with the 
introduction, I explain that it’s difficult to introduce and 
preview something that you haven’t yet developed. A well-
structured speech includes an introduction, a body, and a 
conclusion. Think of this structure as a human body. This 
type of comparison dates back to Plato, who noted, “every 
speech ought to be put together like a living 
creature” (Winans, 1917). The introduction is the head, the 
body is the torso and legs, and the conclusion is the feet. 
The information you add to this structure from your research 
and personal experience is the organs and muscle. The 
transitions you add are the connecting tissues that hold the 
parts together, and a well-practiced delivery is the skin and 
clothing that makes everything presentable. 
Organizing the body of your speech 
Writing the body of your speech takes the most time in the 
speech-writing process. Your specific purpose and thesis 
statements should guide the initial development of the body, 
which will then be more informed by your research process. 
You will determine main points that help achieve your 
purpose and match your thesis. You will then fill information 
into your main points by incorporating the various types of 
supporting material discussed previously. Before you move 
on to your introduction and conclusion, you will connect the 
main points together with transitions and other signposts. 
Determining your main points 
Think of each main point as a miniature speech within your 
larger speech. Each main point will have a central idea, meet 
some part of your specific purpose, and include supporting 
material from your research that relates to your thesis. 
Reviewing the draft of your thesis and specific purpose 
statements can lead you to research materials. As you review 
your research, take notes on and/or highlight key ideas that 
stick out to you as useful, effective, relevant, and interesting. 
It is likely that these key ideas will become the central ideas 
of your main points, or at least subpoints. Once you’ve 
researched your speech enough to achieve your specific 
purpose, support your thesis, and meet the research 
guidelines set forth by your instructor, boss, or project 
guidelines, you can distill the research down to a series of 
central ideas. As you draft these central ideas, use parallel 
wording, which is similar wording among key organizing 
signposts and main points that helps structure a speech. 
Using parallel wording in your central idea statement for each 
main point will also help you write parallel key signposts like 
the preview statement in the introduction, transitions 
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Outlining (I)
between main points, and the review statement in the 
conclusion.
While writing each central idea using parallel wording is 
useful for organizing information at this stage in the speech-
making process, you should feel free to vary the wording a 
little more in your actual speech delivery. You will still want 
some parallel key words that are woven throughout the 
speech, but sticking too close to parallel wording can make 
your content sound forced or artificial. 
After distilling your research materials down, you may have 
several central idea statements. You will likely have two to 
five main points, depending on what your instructor prefers, 
time constraints, or the organizational pattern you choose. All 
the central ideas may not get converted into main points; 
some may end up becoming subpoints and some may be 
discarded. Once you get your series of central ideas drafted, 
you will then want to consider how you might organize them, 
which will help you narrow your list down to what may 
actually end up becoming the body of your speech. 
Organizing your main points 
There are several ways you can organize your main points, 
and some patterns correspond well to a particular subject 
area or speech type. Determining which pattern you will use 
helps filter through your list of central ideas generated from 
your research and allows you to move on to the next step of 
inserting supporting material into your speech. Here are 
some common organizational patterns. 
The formal outline 
The formal outline is a full-sentence outline that helps you 
prepare for your speech. It includes the introduction and 
conclusion, the main content of the body, key supporting 
materials, citation information written into the sentences in 
the outline, and a references page for your speech. The 
formal outline also includes a title, the general purpose, 
specific purpose, and thesis statement. It’s important to note 
that an outline is different from a script. While a script 
contains everything that will be said, an outline includes the 
main content. Therefore you shouldn’t include every word 
you’re going to say on your outline. This allows you more 
freedom as a speaker to adapt to your audience during your 
speech. Students sometimes complain about having to 
outline speeches or papers, but it is a skill that will help you 
in other contexts. Being able to break a topic down into 
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logical divisions and then connect the information together 
will help ensure that you can prepare for complicated tasks 
or that you’re prepared for meetings or interviews. I use 
outlines regularly to help me organize my thoughts and 
prepare for upcoming projects. 
Principles of outlining 
There are principles of outlining you can follow to make your 
outlining process more efficient and effective. Four principles 
of outlining are consistency, unity, coherence, and emphasis 
(DuBois, 1929). In terms of consistency, you should follow 
standard outlining format. In standard outlining format, main 
points are indicated by capital roman numerals, subpoints 
are indicated by capital letters, and sub-subpoints are 
indicated by Arabic numerals. Further divisions are indicated 
by either lowercase letters or lowercase roman numerals. 
The principle of unity means that each letter or number 
represents one idea. One concrete way to help reduce the 
amount of ideas you include per item is to limit each letter or 
number to one complete sentence. If you find that one 
subpoint has more than one idea, you can divide it into two 
subpoints. Limiting each component of your outline to one 
idea makes it easier to then plug in supporting material and 
helps ensure that your speech is coherent. In the following 
example from a speech arguing that downloading music from 
peer-to-peer sites should be legal, two ideas are presented 
as part of a main point. 
The speaking outline 
The formal outline is a full-sentence outline that helps as you 
prepare for your speech, and the speaking outline is a 
keyword and phrase outline that helps you deliver your 
speech. While the formal outline is important to ensure that 
your content is coherent and your ideas are balanced and 
expressed clearly, the speaking outline helps you get that 
information out to the audience. Make sure you budget time 
in your speech preparation to work on the speaking outline. 
Skimping on the speaking outline will show in your delivery. 
You may convert your formal outline into a speaking outline 
using a computer program. I often resave a file and then 
reformat the text so it’s more conducive to referencing while 
actually speaking to an audience. You may also choose, or 
be asked to, create a speaking outline on note cards. Note 
cards are a good option when you want to have more 
freedom to gesture or know you won’t have a lectern on 
which to place notes printed on full sheets of paper. In either 
case, this entails converting the full-sentence outline to a 
keyword or key-phrase outline. Speakers will need to find a 
balance between having too much or too little content on 
their speaking outlines. You want to have enough information 
to prevent fluency hiccups as you stop to mentally retrieve 
information, but you don’t want to have so much information 
that you read your speech, which lessens your eye contact 
and engagement with the audience. Budgeting sufficient time 
to work on your speaking outline will allow you to practice 
your speech with different amounts of notes to find what 
works best for you. Since the introduction and conclusion are 
so important, it may be useful to include notes to ensure that 
you remember to accomplish all the objectives of each. 
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Aside from including important content on your speaking 
outline, you may want to include speaking cues. Speaking 
cues are reminders designed to help your delivery. You may 
write “(PAUSE)” before and after your preview statement to 
help you remember that important nonverbal signpost. You 
might also write “(MAKE EYE CONTACT)” as a reminder not 
to read unnecessarily from your cards. Overall, my advice is 
to make your speaking outline work for you. It’s your last line 
of defense when you’re in front of an audience, so you want it 
to help you, not hurt you. 
Writing for speaking 
As you compose your outlines, write in a way that is natural 
for you to speak but also appropriate for the expectations of 
the occasion. Since we naturally speak with contractions, 
write them into your formal and speaking outlines. You 
should begin to read your speech aloud as you are writing 
the formal outline. As you read each section aloud, take note 
of places where you had difficulty saying a word or phrase or 
had a fluency hiccup, then go back to those places and edit 
them to make them easier for you to say. This will make you 
more comfortable with the words in front of you while you are 
speaking, which will improve your verbal and nonverbal 
delivery. 
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The previous section is provided by the University of 
Minnesota Libraries Publishing’s Communication in the 
Real World: An Introduction to Communication Studies.
Serves as notes during the speech 
Although we recommend writing a full-sentence outline 
during the speech preparation phase, you should also create 
a shortened outline that you can use as notes allowing for a 
strong delivery. If you were to use the full-sentence outline 
when delivering your speech, you would do a great deal of 
reading, which would limit your ability to give eye contact 
and use gestures, hurting your connection with your 
audience. For this reason, we recommend writing a short-
phrase outline on 4 × 6 notecards to use when you deliver 
your speech. The good news is that your three main points 
suggest how you should prepare your notecards. 
Your first 4 × 6 notecard can contain your thesis statement 
and other key words and phrases that will help you present 
your introduction. Your second card can contain your first 
main point, together with key words and phrases to act as a 
map to follow as you present. If your first main point has an 
exact quotation you plan to present, you can include that on 
your card. Your third notecard should be related to your 
second main point, your fourth card should be about your 
third main point, and your fifth card should be related to your 
conclusion. In this way, your five notecards follow the very 
same organizational pattern as your full outline. In the next 
section, we will explore more fully how to create a speaking 
outline. 
Working outline 
A working outline is an outline you use for developing your 
speech. It undergoes many changes on its way to 
completion. This is the outline where you lay out the basic 
structure of your speech. You must have a general and 
specific purpose; an introduction, including a grabber; and a 
concrete, specific thesis statement and preview. You also 
need three main points, a conclusion, and a list of references. 
One strategy for beginning your working outline is to begin 
by typing in your labels for each of the elements. Later you 
can fill in the content. 
When you look ahead to the full-sentence outline, you will 
notice that each of the three main points moves from the 
general to the particular. Specifically, each main point is a 
claim, followed by particular information that supports that 
claim so that the audience will perceive its validity. For 
example, for a speech about coal mining safety, your first 
main point might focus on the idea that coal mining is a 
hazardous occupation. You might begin by making a very 
general claim, such as “Coal mining is one of the most 
hazardous occupations in the United States,” and then 
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become more specific by providing statistics, authoritative 
quotations, or examples to support your primary claim. 
A working outline allows you to work out the kinks in your 
message. For instance, let’s say you’ve made the claim that 
coal mining is a hazardous occupation but you cannot find 
authoritative evidence as sup- port. Now you must reexamine 
that main point to assess its validity. You might have to 
change that main point in order to be able to support it. If you 
do so, however, you must make sure the new main point is a 
logical part of the thesis statement–three main points–
conclusion sequence. 
This stage of preparation turns out to be a good place to go 
back and examine whether all the main points are directly 
related to the thesis statement and to each other. If so, your 
message has a strong potential for unity of focus. But if the 
relationship of one of the main points is weak, this is the time 
to strengthen it. It will be more difficult later for two reasons: 
first, the sheer amount of text on your pages will make the 
visual task more difficult, and second, it becomes 
increasingly difficult to change things in which you have a 
large investment in time and thought. 
You can see that this working outline can lay a strong 
foundation for the rest of your message. Its organization is 
visually apparent. Once you are confident in the internal unity 
of your basic message, you can begin filling in the supporting 
points in descending detail—that is, from the general (main 
points) to the particular (supporting points) and then to 
greater detail. The outline makes it visually apparent where 
information fits. You only need to assess your supporting 
points to be sure they’re authoritative and directly relevant to 
the main points they should support. 
Sometimes transitions seem troublesome, and that’s not 
surprising. We often omit them when we have informal 
conversations. Our conversation partners understand what 
we mean because of our gestures and vocal strategies. 
However, others might not understand what we mean, but 
think they do, and so we might never know whether they 
understood us. Even when we include transitions, we don’t 
generally identify them as transitions. In a speech, however, 
we need to use effective transitions as a gateway from one 
main point to the next. The listener needs to know when a 
speaker is moving from one main point to the next. 
In the next type of outline, the full-sentence outline, take a 
look at the transitions and see how they make the listener 
aware of the shifting focus to the next main point. 
Full-sentence outline 
Your full-sentence outline should contain full sentences only. 
There are several reasons why this kind of outline is 
important. First, you have a full plan of everything you intend 
to say to your audience, so that you will not have to struggle 
with wordings or examples. Second, you have a clear idea of 
how much time it will take to present your speech. Third, it 
contributes a fundamental ingredient of good preparation, 
part of your ethical responsibility to your audience. 
When you prepare your full-sentence outline carefully, it may 
take as much as 1 1⁄2 hours to complete the first part of the 
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outline from your name at the top through the introduction. 
When you’ve completed that part, take a break and do 
something else. When you return to the outline, you should 
be able to complete your draft in another 1 1⁄2 hours. After 
that, you only need to do a detailed check for completeness, 
accuracy, relevance, balance, omitted words, and 
consistency. If you find errors, instead of being frustrated, be 
glad you can catch these errors before you’re standing up in 
front of your audience. 
You will notice that the various parts of your speech, for 
instance, the transition and main points, are labeled. There 
are compelling reasons for these labels. First, as you develop 
your message, you will sometimes find it necessary to go 
back and look at your wording in another part of the outline. 
Your labels help you find particular passages easily. Second, 
the labels work as a checklist so that you can make sure 
you’ve included everything you intended to. Third, it helps 
you prepare your speaking out- line. 
You’ll also notice the full references at the end of the outline. 
They match the citations within the outline. Sometimes while 
preparing a speech, a speaker finds it important to go back 
to an original source to be sure the message will be accurate. 
If you type in your references as you develop your speech 
rather than afterward, they will be a convenience to you if 
they are complete and accurate. 
Don’t think of the references as busywork or drudgery. 
Although they’re more time consuming than text, they are 
good practice for the more advanced academic work you will 
do in the immediate future. 
Speaking outline 
Your full-sentence outline prepares you to present a clear and 
well-organized message, but your speaking outline will 
include far less detail. Whenever possible, you will use key 
words and phrases, but in some instances, an extended 
quotation will need to be fully written on your speaking 
outline. 
Resist the temptation to use your full-sentence outline as 
your speaking outline. The temptation is real for at least two 
reasons. First, once you feel that you’ve carefully crafted 
every sequence of words in your speech, you might not want 
to sacrifice quality when you shift to vocal presentation. 
Second, if you feel anxiety about how well you will do in front 
of an audience, you may want to use your full-sentence 
outline as a “safety net.” In our experience, however, if you 
have your full-sentence outline with you, you will end up 
reading, rather than speaking, to your audience. The subject 
of reading to your audience will be taken up in Chapter 14 
“Delivering the Speech” on speech delivery. For now, it is 
enough to know you shouldn’t read, but instead, use carefully 
prepared notecards. 
Your speech has five main components: introduction, main 
point one, main point two, main point three, and the 
conclusion. Therefore we strongly recommend the use of five 
notecards: one for each of those five components. There are 
extenuating circumstances that might call for additional 
cards, but begin with five cards only. 
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How will five notecards suffice in helping you produce a 
complete, rich delivery? Why can’t you use the full-sentence 
outline you labored so hard to write? First, the presence of 
your full-sentence outline will make it appear that you don’t 
know the content of your speech. Second, the temptation to 
read the speech directly from the full-sentence outline is 
nearly overwhelming; even if you resist this temptation, 
you will find yourself struggling to remember the words on 
the page rather than speaking extemporaneously. Third, 
sheets of paper are noisier and more awkward than cards. 
Fourth, it’s easier to lose your place using the full outline. 
Finally, cards just look better. Carefully prepared cards, 
together with practice, will help you more than you might 
think. 
Plan to use five cards. Use 4 × 6 cards. The smaller 3 × 5 
cards are too small to provide space for a visually organized 
set of notes. With five cards, you will have one card for the 
introduction, one card for each of the three main points, and 
one card for the conclusion. You should number your cards 
and write on one side only. Numbering is helpful if you 
happen to drop your cards, and writing on only one side 
means that the audience is not distracted by your 
handwritten notes and reminders to yourself while you are 
speaking. Each card should contain key words and key 
phrases but not full sentences. 
Some speeches will include direct or extended quotations 
from expert sources. Some of these quotations might be 
highly technical or difficult to memorize for other reasons, but 
they must be presented correctly. This is a circumstance in 
which you could include an extra card in the sequence of 
notecards. This is the one time you may read fully from a 
card. If your quotation is important and the exact wording is 
crucial, your audience will understand that. 
How will notecards be sufficient? When they are carefully 
written, your practice will reveal that they will work. If, during 
practice, you find that one of your cards doesn’t work well 
enough, you can rewrite that card. 
Using a set of carefully prepared, sparingly worded cards will 
help you resist the temptation to rely on overhead 
transparencies or PowerPoint slides to get you through the 
presentation. Although they will never provide the exact word 
sequence of your full-sentence outline, they should keep you 
organized during the speech. 
The “trick” to selecting the phrases and quotations for your 
cards is to identify the labels that will trigger a recall 
sequence. For instance, if the phrase “more science fact” 
brings to mind the connection to science fiction and the 
differences between the real developments and the fictive 
events of Crichton’s novel Prey, that phrase on your card will 
support you through a fairly extended part of your 
introduction. 
You must discover what works for you and then select those 
words that tend to jog your recall. Having identified what 
works, make a preliminary set of no more than five cards 
written on one side only, and practice with them. Revise and 
refine them as you would an outline. 
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Using a set of cards similar to this could help you get through 
an impressive set of specialized information. But what if you 
lose your place during a speech? With a set of cards, it will 
take less time to refind it than with a full-sentence outline. 
You will not be rustling sheets of paper, and because your 
cards are written on one side only, you can keep them in 
order without flipping them back and forth to check both 
sides. 
What if you go blank? Take a few seconds to recall what 
you’ve said and how it leads to your next points. There may 
be several seconds of silence in the middle of your speech, 
and it may seem like minutes to you, but you can regain your 
footing most easily with a small set of well-prepared cards. 
Under no circumstances should you ever attempt to put your 
entire speech on cards in little tiny writing. You will end up 
reading a sequence of words to your audience instead of 
telling them your message. 
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The previous section is provided by the University of 
Minnesota Libraries Publishing’s Stand up, Speak out: 
The Practice and Ethics of Public Speaking.
Chapter 10
Delivering Your Speech
Chapter 10
i g Your Spe ch
After reading this chapter, students will be able to:
•	 draft, organize, and deliver oral presentations 
	 that informs or persuades, 
•	 frame and present original presentation in a 	
	 manner consistent in the field of 	 	 	
	 communication, and 
•	 summarize and analyze original research in 	
	 their field of study.
Delivering a speech 
There are many decisions that must be made during the 
speech-making process. Making informed decisions about 
delivery can help boost your confidence and manage 
speaking anxiety. In this section, we will learn some strengths 
and weaknesses of various delivery methods and how to 
make the most of your practice sessions. 
Delivery methods 
Different speaking occasions call for different delivery 
methods. While it may be acceptable to speak from memory 
in some situations, lengthy notes may be required in others. 
The four most common delivery methods are impromptu, 
manuscript, memorized, and extemporaneous. 
Impromptu delivery 
When using impromptu delivery, a speaker has little to no 
time to prepare for a speech. This means there is little time 
for research, audience analysis, organizing, and practice. For 
this reason, impromptu speaking often evokes higher 
degrees of speaking anxiety than other delivery types. 
Although impromptu speaking arouses anxiety, it is also a 
good way to build public speaking skills. Using some of the 
exercises for managing speaking anxiety that were discussed 
earlier in this chapter can help a speaker better manage the 
challenges of impromptu speaking. Only skilled public 
speakers with much experience are usually able to “pull off” 
an impromptu delivery without looking unprepared. 
Otherwise, a speaker who is very familiar with the subject 
matter can sometimes be a competent impromptu speaker, 
because their expertise can compensate for the lack of 
research and organizing time. 
When Mark Twain famously said, “It usually takes me more 
than three weeks to prepare a good impromptu speech,” he 
was jokingly pointing out the difficulties of giving a good 
impromptu speech, essentially saying that there is no such 
thing as a good impromptu speech, as good speeches take 
time to prepare. We don’t always have the luxury of 
preparation, though. So when speaking impromptu, be brief, 
stick to what you know, and avoid rambling. Quickly organize 
your thoughts into an introduction, body, and conclusion. Try 
to determine three key ideas that will serve as the basis of 
your main points. 
In what situations would impromptu speaking be used? 
Since we’ve already started thinking of the similarities 
between public speaking and conversations, we can clearly 
see that most of our day-to-day interactions involve 
impromptu speaking. When your roommate asks you what 
your plans for the weekend are, you don’t pull a few note 
cards out of your back pocket to prompt your response. This 
type of conversational impromptu speaking isn’t anxiety 
inducing because we’re talking about our lives, experiences, 
or something we’re familiar with. This is also usually the case 
when we are asked to speak publicly with little to no advance 
warning. For example, if you are at a meeting for work and 
you are representing the public relations department, a 
colleague may ask you to say a few words about a recent 
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news story involving a public relations misstep of a 
competing company. In this case, you are being asked to 
speak on the spot because of your expertise. A competent 
communicator should anticipate instances like this when they 
might be called on to speak, so they won’t be so surprised. 
Of course, being caught completely off guard or being asked 
to comment on something unfamiliar to you creates more 
anxiety. In such cases, do not pretend to know something 
you don’t, as that may come back to hurt you later. You can 
usually mention that you do not have the necessary 
background information at that time but will follow up later 
with your comments. 
Salespeople on home-shopping television shows are masters 
of impromptu speaking. They obviously have sales training 
and have built up a repertoire of adjectives and sayings that 
entice an audience to buy. But they are often speaking 
impromptu when interacting with a guest on the show or the 
customers who call in. Their ability to remain animated and 
fluent in their delivery with little time to prepare comes from 
much experience. Politicians, lawyers, teachers, journalists, 
and spokespeople engage in impromptu speaking regularly. 
Strengths of impromptu delivery 
• Content and delivery are spontaneous, which can 	 	
make the speech more engaging (if a speaker’s anxiety 	
is under control). 
• It enhances public speaking skills because speakers have 
to “think on their feet.” 
 
Weaknesses of impromptu delivery  
• It is typically the most anxiety-inducing delivery method, 
since speakers do not have time to prepare or practice the 
speech. 
• Speakers may get off topic or ramble if they did not set up 
some structure to guide them. 
• Speakers may be tempted to overstate or mislead an 
audience about the extent of their knowledge or expertise if 
asked to speak about something they aren’t familiar with.  
Manuscript delivery  
 
Speaking from a written or printed document that contains 
the entirety of a speech is known as manuscript delivery. 
Manuscript delivery can be the best choice when a speech 
has complicated information and/or the contents of the 
speech are going to be quoted or published. Despite the fact 
that most novice speakers are not going to find themselves in 
that situation, many are drawn to this delivery method 
because of the security they feel with having everything 
they’re going to say in front of them. Unfortunately, the 
security of having every word you want to say at your 
disposal translates to a poorly delivered and unengaging 
speech. Even with every word written out, speakers can still 
have fluency hiccups and verbal fillers as they lose their 
place in the manuscript or get tripped up over their words. 
The alternative, of course, is that a speaker reads the 
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manuscript the whole time, effectively cutting himself or 
herself off from the audience. One way to make a manuscript 
delivery more engaging is through the use of a teleprompter. 
Almost all politicians who give televised addresses use 
teleprompters. 
You may not even notice them, as the technology has 
improved to give the illusion that a speaker is engaged with 
the audience and delivering a speech from memory. The 
Plexiglas sheets on poles that surround the president during 
the inauguration and State of the Union addresses are 
cleverly hidden teleprompters. Even these useful devices can 
fail. A quick search for “teleprompter fail” on YouTube will 
yield many examples of politicians and newscasters who 
probably wish they had a paper backup of their speech. 
Since most of us will likely not have opportunities to speak 
using a teleprompter, great care should be taken to ensure 
that the delivery is effective. To make the delivery seem more 
natural, print the speech out in a larger-than-typical font, 
triple-space between lines so you can easily find your place, 
use heavier-than-normal paper so it’s easy to pick up and 
turn the pages as needed, and use a portfolio so you can 
carry the manuscript securely. 
Strengths of manuscript delivery 
• The speaker can include precise or complex information 	
such as statistics or quotes. 
•  The entire content of the speech is available for reference 
during the delivery. 
• The speech will be consistent in terms of content and time 
length, which is beneficial if a speech will be delivered 
multiple times.  
 
Weaknesses of manuscript delivery  
• Engagement with the audience is challenging, because the 
speaker must constantly reference the manuscript (unless a 
teleprompter is used). 
• Speakers are unable to adapt information to audience 
reactions, since they are confined to the content of the 
manuscript. 
• Speakers may be tempted to read the entire speech 
because they didn’t practice enough or because they get 
nervous. 
• Speakers who are able to make eye contact with the 
audience may still sound like they are reading the speech 
unless they employ proper vocal variety, pacing, and 
pauses.  
Memorized delivery  
 
Completely memorizing a speech and delivering it without 
notes is known as memorized delivery. Some students 
attempt to memorize their speech because they think it will 
make them feel more confident to not have to look at their 
notes; however, when their anxiety level spikes at the 
117
beginning of their speech and their mind goes blank for a 
minute, many admit they should have chosen a different 
delivery method. When using any of the other delivery 
methods, speakers still need to rely on their memory. An 
impromptu speaker must recall facts or experiences related 
to their topic, and speakers using a manuscript want to have 
some of their content memorized so they do not read their 
entire speech to their audience. The problem with memorized 
delivery overall is that it puts too much responsibility on our 
memory, which we all know from experience is fallible. 
When memorizing, most people use rote memorization 
techniques, which entail reading and then reciting something 
over and over until it is committed to memory. One major 
downfall of this technique is its effect on speaking rate. When 
we memorize this way, we end up going over the early parts 
of a speech many more times than the later parts. As you 
memorize one sentence, you add on another, and so on. By 
the time you’re adding on later parts of your speech, you are 
likely speed talking through the earlier parts because you 
know them by heart at that point. As we’ll discuss more later, 
to prevent bad habits from practice from hurting our speech 
delivery, speakers should practice a speech the exact way 
they want to deliver it to their audience. Fast-paced speaking 
during practice will likely make its way into the actual delivery 
of the speech. Delivery also suffers when speaking from 
memory if the speaker sounds like he or she is reciting the 
speech. Rote memorization tasks that many of us had to do 
in school have left their mark on our memorized delivery. 
Being made to recite the pledge of allegiance, the Preamble 
to the Constitution, and so on didn’t enhance our speaking 
abilities. I’ve observed many students whose speeches 
remind me of the sound of school children flatly going 
through the motions of reciting the Pledge of Allegiance. It’s 
the “going through the motions” impression that speakers 
should want to avoid. 
Even with much practice, our memories can fail. If you do opt 
to use memorized delivery, make sure you have several 
“entry points” determined, so you can pick up at spots other 
than the very beginning of a speech if you lose your place 
and have to start again. Memorized delivery is very useful for 
speakers who are going to be moving around during a 
speech when carrying notes would be burdensome. Think of 
the tour guide who showed you around your college campus. 
As someone who used to give college tours, I can attest to 
the fact that we all had speeches memorized, which was a 
good thing. It’s already difficult enough to walk backward 
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while facing a group of people and lead them across roads 
and up stairs. Think about how dangerous it would be if the 
tour guide were trying to hold onto and reference a stack of 
note cards at the same time! In summary, I only recommend 
memorized delivery in cases where the speech is short (only 
one to two minutes), the speech is personal (like a brief 
toast), or the speech will be repeated numerous times (like a 
tour guide’s spiel), and even in these cases, it may be 
perfectly fine to have notes. Many students think that their 
anxiety and/or delivery challenges will be fixed if they just 
memorize their speech only to find that they are more 
anxious and have more problems. 
Strengths of memorized delivery 
• Speakers can include precise or complex information such 
as statistics or quotes (if they have put the time into 
memorization). 
• Speakers can directly engage with the audience without 
worrying about referencing notes. 
• The speech will be consistent in terms of content and time-
length, which is beneficial if a speech will be delivered 
multiple times. 
Weaknesses of memorized delivery 
• It is the most time-consuming delivery method. 
• Speakers are unable to adapt information to audience 
reactions, since they are confined to the content they 
memorized. 
• If speakers lose their place in the speech, they will likely 
have to start over.  
• Since everything is preplanned, it is difficult to make the 
speech content and delivery seem genuine (i.e., humor may 
seem “canned” or corny). 
• The speech can sound like a recitation if the proper vocal 
variety and pacing are not used. 
Extemporaneous delivery  
 
Extemporaneous delivery entails memorizing the overall 
structure and main points of a speech and then speaking 
from keyword/key-phrase notes. This delivery mode brings 
together many of the strengths of the previous three 
methods. Since you only internalize and memorize the main 
structure of a speech, you don’t have to worry as much 
about the content and delivery seeming stale. 
Extemporaneous delivery brings in some of the spontaneity 
of impromptu delivery but still allows a speaker to carefully 
plan the overall structure of a speech and incorporate 
supporting materials that include key facts, quotations, and 
paraphrased information. You can also more freely adapt 
your speech to fit various audiences and occasions, since 
every word and sentence isn’t predetermined. This can be 
especially beneficial when a speech will be delivered multiple 
times. 
The minilectures I give in my classes, for example, are good 
examples of extemporaneous delivery. Even though I’ve 
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presented the basic content of this chapter dozens of times 
over the years, each presentation has been different, 
because I can vary the examples and amount of elaboration 
that I add to the core content that I’ve memorized. For 
example, I may spend more time discussing speaking anxiety 
with a class that has expressed more apprehension about 
public speaking. I also change the example videos I show to 
connect to ever-changing current events or popular culture.  
When preparing a speech that you will deliver 
extemporaneously, you will want to start practicing your 
speech early and then continue to practice as you revise your 
content. Investing quality time and effort into the speech- 
outlining process helps with extemporaneous delivery. As 
you put together your outline, you are already doing the work 
of internalizing the key structure of your speech. 
Read parts of your outline aloud as you draft them to help 
ensure they are written in a way that makes sense and is 
easy for you to deliver. By the time you complete the formal, 
full-sentence outline, you should have already internalized 
much of the key information in your speech. Now, you can 
begin practicing with the full outline. As you become more 
comfortable with the content of your full outline, start to 
convert it into your speaking outline. Take out information 
that you know well and replace it with a keyword or key 
phrase that prompts your memory. You’ll probably want to 
leave key quotes, facts, and other paraphrased information, 
including your verbal source citation information, on your 
delivery outline so you make sure to include it in your speech. 
Once you’ve converted your full outline into your speaking 
outline, practice it a few more times, making sure to take 
some time between each practice session so you don’t 
inadvertently start to memorize the speech word for word. 
The final product should be a confident delivery of a well-
organized and structured speech that is conversational and 
adaptable to various audiences and occasions. 
Strengths of extemporaneous delivery 
• Speech content and delivery appear more spontaneous and 
natural, making it more conversational, since the speaker is 
using a keyword/key-phrase outline. 
• Speakers can include quotes or complex information on 
their speaking outline for easy reference. 
• Speakers can adapt information and delivery to specific 
audiences, occasions, and audience reactions, since they are 
not confined to the content of a manuscript or what they 
memorized. 
Weaknesses of extemporaneous delivery  
 
• Since the speech is so adaptable, it can be difficult to 
ensure the speech will be the exact same length each time. 
• It is perhaps not the best option when exact wording is 
expected. 
• Speakers must find a balance between having too much 
content on their speaking outline, which may cause them to 
read, and too little content, which may lead to fluency 
hiccups. 
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Practicing your speech 
Practicing a speech is essential, and practice sessions can 
be more or less useful depending on how you approach 
them. There are three primary phases to the practice 
process. In the first phase, you practice as you’re working 
through your ideas and drafting your outline. In the second, 
you practice for someone and get feedback. In the third, you 
put the finishing touches on the speech. 
Start practicing your speech early, as you are working 
through your ideas, by reading sections aloud as you draft 
them into your working outline. This will help ensure your 
speech is fluent and sounds good for the audience. Start to 
envision the audience while you practice and continue to 
think about them throughout the practicing process. This will 
help minimize anxiety when you actually have them sitting in 
front of you. Once you have completed your research and 
finished a draft of your outline, you will have already 
practiced your speech several times as you were putting it 
together. Now, you can get feedback on the speech as a 
whole. 
You begin to solicit feedback from a trusted source in the 
second phase of practicing your speech. This is the most 
important phase of practicing, and the one that most 
speakers do not complete. Beginning speakers may be 
nervous to practice in front of someone, which is to be 
expected. But review the strategies for managing anxiety 
discussed earlier in this chapter and try to face that anxiety. 
After all, you will have to face a full audience when you 
deliver the speech, so getting used to speaking in front of 
someone can only help you at this point. Choose someone 
who will give you constructive feedback on your speech, not 
just unconditional praise or criticism. Before you practice for 
them, explain the assignment or purpose of the speech. 
When practicing for a classroom speech, you may even want 
to give the person the assignment guidelines or a feedback 
sheet that has some key things for them to look for. Ask them 
for feedback on content and delivery. Almost anyone is good 
at evaluating delivery, but it’s more difficult to evaluate 
content. And, in most cases, the content of your speech will 
be account for more of your grade or what you will be 
evaluated on for work than the delivery. Also begin to time 
your speech at this point, so you can determine if it meets 
any time limits that you have. 
In addition to practicing for a trusted source for feedback, 
you may want to audio or video record your speech. This can 
be useful because it provides an objective record that you 
can then compare with the feedback you got from your friend 
and to your own evaluation of your speech. The most 
important part of this phase is incorporating the feedback 
you receive into your speech. If you practice for someone, 
get feedback, and then don’t do anything with the feedback, 
then you have wasted your time and their time. Use the 
feedback to assess whether or not you met your speaking 
goals. Was your thesis supported? Was your specific 
purpose met? Did your speech conform to any time limits 
that were set? Based on your answers to these questions, 
you may need to make some changes to your content or 
delivery, so do not put this part of practicing off to the last 
minute. Once the content has been revised as needed, draft 
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your speaking outline and move on to the next phase of 
practice. 
During the third and final phase of practice, you are putting 
the finishing touches on your speech. You should be familiar 
with the content based on your early practice sessions. You 
have also gotten feedback and incorporated that feedback 
into the speech. Your practice sessions at this point should 
precreate, as much as possible, the conditions in which you 
will be giving your speech. You should have your speaking 
outline completed so you can practice with it. It’s important 
to be familiar with the content on your note cards or speaking 
outline so you will not need to rely on it so much during the 
actual delivery. You may also want to practice in the type of 
clothing you will be wearing on speech day. 
This can be useful if you are wearing something you don’t 
typically wear—a suit for example—so you can see how it 
might affect your posture, gestures, and overall comfort level. 
If possible, at least one practice session in the place you will 
be giving the speech can be very helpful, especially if it’s a 
room you are not familiar with. Make sure you’re practicing 
with any visual aids or technology you will use so you can be 
familiar with it and it doesn’t affect your speech fluency. 
Continue to time each practice round. If you are too short or 
too long, you will need to go back and adjust your content 
some more. Always adjust your content to fit the time limit; 
do not try to adjust your delivery. Trying to speed talk or 
stretch things out to make a speech faster or longer is a 
mistake that will ultimately hurt your delivery, which will hurt 
your credibility. The overall purpose of this phase of 
practicing is to minimize surprises that might throw you off 
on speech day. 
Some “dos” and “don’ts” for effective speech practice 
sessions 
• Do start practicing sections of your speech early, as you 
draft your outline. 
• Do practice for someone for feedback. 
• Do time yourself once a draft of the speech is completed 
and adjust the speech as needed to conform to time limits. 
• Do deliver the speech the way you want it to be when you 
deliver it for your audience (use the rate, volume, vocal 
variety, pauses, and emphasis you plan to use on speech 
day). 
• Don’t only practice in front of a mirror (practicing once in 
front of a mirror can help you gauge your facial expressions 
and other aspects of delivery, but that shouldn’t be the only 
way you practice). 
• Don’t only practice in your head (we have a tendency to go 
too fast when we practice in our head, and you need to get 
practice saying the words of your speech to help lessen 
fluency hiccups). 
• Don’t practice too much. It’s best to practice a few times in 
the days leading up to the speech, making sure to leave 
several hours between practice sessions. Practicing too 
much can lead you to become bored with your content, 
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which could lead to delivery that sounds like a recitation.  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The previous section is provided by the University of 
Minnesota Libraries Publishing’s Communication in the 
Real World: An Introduction to Communication Studies.
Chapter 11
Language, Culture & Communication
After reading this chapter, students will be able to: 
•	 respect diversity in people from other 	 	
	 cultures, organizations, or groups and adapt 	
	 messages to the demands of situation or 	
	 context,  
•	 analyze issues raised by differences in race, 	
	 class, gender, and nationality, and 
•	 assess communication as it relates to 	 	
	 language, culture, and communication.
The relationship between language and meaning is not a 
straightforward one. One reason for this complicated 
relationship is the limitlessness of modern language systems 
like English (Crystal, 2005). Language is productive in the 
sense that there are an infinite number of utterances we can 
make by connecting existing words in new ways. In addition, 
there is no limit to a language’s vocabulary, as new words are 
coined daily. Of course, words aren’t the only things we need 
to communicate, and although verbal and nonverbal 
communication are closely related in terms of how we make 
meaning, nonverbal communication is not productive and 
limitless. Although we can only make a few hundred physical 
signs, we have about a million words in the English language. 
So with all this possibility, how does communication 
generate meaning? 
You’ll recall that “generating meaning” was a central part of 
the definition of communication we learned earlier. We arrive 
at meaning through the interaction between our nervous and 
sensory systems and some stimulus outside of them. It is 
here, between what the communication models we 
discussed earlier labeled as encoding and decoding, that 
meaning is generated as sensory information is interpreted. 
The indirect and sometimes complicated relationship 
between language and meaning can lead to confusion, 
frustration, or even humor. We may even experience a little of 
all three, when we stop to think about how there are some 
twenty-five definitions available to tell us the meaning of 
word meaning! (Crystal, 2005) Since language and symbols 
are the primary vehicle for our communication, it is important 
that we not take the components of our verbal 
communication for granted. 
Language is symbolic 
Our language system is primarily made up of symbols. A 
symbol is something that stands in for or represents 
something else. Symbols can be communicated verbally 
(speaking the word hello), in writing (putting the letters H-E-
L-L-O together), or nonverbally (waving your hand back and 
forth). In any case, the symbols we use stand in for 
something else, like a physical object or an idea; they do not 
actually correspond to the thing being referenced in any 
direct way. Unlike hieroglyphics in ancient Egypt, which often 
did have a literal relationship between the written symbol and 
the object being referenced, the symbols used in modern 
languages look nothing like the object or idea to which they 
refer. 
The symbols we use combine to form language systems or 
codes. Codes are culturally agreed on and ever- changing 
systems of symbols that help us organize, understand, and 
generate meaning (Leeds-Hurwitz, 1993). There are about 
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Section 1
Language & meaning
6,000 language codes used in the world, and around 40 
percent of those (2,400) are only spoken and do not have a 
written version (Crystal, 2005). Remember that for most of 
human history the spoken word and nonverbal 
communication were the primary means of communication. 
Even languages with a written component didn’t see 
widespread literacy, or the ability to read and write, until a 
little over one hundred years ago. 
The symbolic nature of our communication is a quality unique 
to humans. Since the words we use do not have to 
correspond directly to a “thing” in our “reality,” we can 
communicate in abstractions. This property of language is 
called displacement and specifically refers to our ability to 
talk about events that are removed in space or time from a 
speaker and situation (Crystal, 2005). Animals do 
communicate, but in a much simpler way that is only a 
reaction to stimulus. Further, animal communication is very 
limited and lacks the productive quality of language that we 
discussed earlier. 
The triangle of meaning 
The triangle of meaning is a model of communication that 
indicates the relationship among a thought, symbol, and 
referent and highlights the indirect relationship between the 
symbol and referent (Richards & Ogden, 1923). As you can 
see in Figure 3.1 “Triangle of Meaning”, the thought is the 
concept or idea a person references. The symbol is the word 
that represents the thought, and the referent is the object or 
idea to which the symbol refers. This model is useful for us 
as communicators because when we are aware of the 
indirect relationship between symbols and referents, we are 
aware of how common misunderstandings occur, as the 
following example illustrates: Jasper and Abby have been 
thinking about getting a new dog. So each of them is having 
a similar thought. They are each using the same symbol, the 
word dog, to communicate about their thought. Their 
referents, however, are different. Jasper is thinking about a 
small dog like a dachshund, and Abby is thinking about an 
Australian shepherd. Since the word dog doesn’t refer to one 
specific object in our reality, it is possible for them to have 
the same thought, and use the same symbol, but end up in 
an awkward moment when they get to the shelter and fall in 
love with their respective referents only to find out the other 
person didn’t have the same thing in mind. 
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The rules of language 
Any language system has to have rules to make it learnable 
and usable. Grammar refers to the rules that govern how 
words are used to make phrases and sentences. Someone 
would likely know what you mean by the question “Where’s 
the remote control?” But “The control remote where’s?” is 
likely to be unintelligible or at least confusing (Crystal, 2005). 
Knowing the rules of grammar is important in order to be able 
to write and speak to be understood, but knowing these rules 
isn’t enough to make you an effective communicator. As we 
will learn later, creativity and play also have a role in effective 
verbal communication. Even though teachers have long 
enforced the idea that there are right and wrong ways to write 
and say words, there really isn’t anything inherently right or 
wrong about the individual choices we make in our language 
use. Rather, it is our collective agreement that gives power to 
the rules that govern language. 
Some linguists have viewed the rules of language as fairly 
rigid and limiting in terms of the possible meanings that we 
can derive from words and sentences created from within 
that system (de Saussure, 1974). Others have viewed these 
rules as more open and flexible, allowing a person to make 
choices to determine meaning (Eco, 1976). Still others have 
claimed that there is no real meaning and that possibilities for 
meaning are limitless (Derrida, 1978). For our purposes in this 
chapter, we will take the middle perspective, which allows for 
the possibility of individual choice but still acknowledges that 
there is a system of rules and logic that guides our decision 
making. 
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Looking back to our discussion of connotation, we can see 
how individuals play a role in how meaning and language are 
related, since we each bring our own emotional and 
experiential associations with a word that are often more 
meaningful than a dictionary definition. In addition, we have 
quite a bit of room for creativity, play, and resistance with the 
symbols we use. Have you ever had a secret code with a 
friend that only you knew? This can allow you to use a code 
word in a public place to get meaning across to the other 
person who is “in the know” without anyone else 
understanding the message. The fact that you can take a 
word, give it another meaning, have someone else agree on 
that meaning, and then use the word in your own fashion 
clearly shows that meaning is in people rather than words. As 
we will learn later, many slang words developed because 
people wanted a covert way to talk about certain topics like 
drugs or sex without outsiders catching on. 
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Language is a very important aspect of anyone’s public 
speaking performance. Whether a speaker uses lots of 
complicated words or words most people have in their 
vocabularies, language will determine how an audience 
experiences the speech. To help you think through your 
language choices, we are going to talk about six important 
elements of language and how they affect audience 
perceptions. 
Clarity 
The first important element of language is clarity, or the use 
of language to make sure the audience understands a 
speaker’s ideas in the way the speaker intended. While 
language, or verbal communication, is only one channel we 
can use to transmit information, it is a channel that can lend 
itself to numerous problems. For example, as discussed 
earlier, if people have different connotative definitions for 
words, the audience can miss the intended meaning of a 
message. 
Imagine you’re listening to a speaker talking and he or she 
uses the phrase, “Older female relative who became 
aerodynamic venison road kill,” or “Obese personification 
fabricated of compressed mounds of minute crystals.” If 
you’re like most people, these two phrases just went right 
over your head. We’ll give you a hint, these are two common 
Christmas songs. The first phrase refers to “Grandma Got 
Run Over by a Reindeer,” and the second one is “Frosty the 
Snowman.” Notice that in both of these cases, the made-up 
title with all the polysyllabic words is far less clear than the 
commonly known one. While you are probably unlikely to 
deliberately distort the clarity of your speech by choosing 
such outlandish words to express simple thoughts, the point 
we are illustrating is that clear language makes a big 
difference in how well a message can be understood. 
Economy 
Another common mistake among new public speakers is 
thinking that more words are more impressive. In fact, the 
opposite is true. When people ramble on and on without 
actually making a point, audiences become bored and 
distracted. To avoid this problem, we recommend word 
economy, or the use of only those words necessary to 
accurately express your idea. If the fundamental idea you are 
trying to say is, “that stinks,” then saying something like 
“while the overall outcome may be undesirable and definitely 
not recommended” becomes overkill. We do have one 
caveat here: you want to make sure that your language isn’t 
so basic that it turns off your audience. If you are speaking to 
adults and use vocabulary appropriate for school children, 
you’ll end up offending your audience. So while economy is 
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definitely important, you don’t want to become so overly 
basic that you are perceived as “talking down” to your 
audience. 
Obscenity 
Obscenity, or indecent language, consists of curse words or 
pornographic references. While it may be fun to use obscene 
language in casual conversations with your friends, we 
cannot recommend using obscene language while delivering 
a speech. Even if you’re giving a speech related to an 
obscene word, you must be careful with your use of the word 
itself. Whether we agree with societal perceptions of 
obscenity, going out of our way to use obscenity will end up 
focusing the audience on the obscenity and not on our 
message. 
Obscure language/jargon 
Obscure language and jargon are two terms that closely 
relate to each other. Obscure languageƒ refers to language 
choices that are not typically understood or known by most 
of your audience. Imagine you’re listening to a speech and 
the speaker says, “Today I’ve given you a plethora of ideas 
for greening your workplace.” While you may think the word 
“plethora” is commonly known, we can assure you that many 
people have no idea that plethora means many or an 
abundance of something. Similarly, you may think most 
people know what it means to “green” a workplace, but in 
fact many people do not know that it means to make the 
workplace more environmentally friendly, or to reduce its 
impact on the environment. In the case of this example, 
plethora simply means the speaker has given many ideas for 
greening the workplace. You can still use the word “plethora,” 
but you should include a definition so that you’re sure all of 
your audience will understand. 
Jargon, on the other hand, refers to language that is 
commonly used by a highly specialized group, trade, or 
profession. For example there is legal jargon, or the language 
commonly used by and understood by lawyers. There is also 
medical jargon, or the language commonly used by and 
understood by health care practitioners. Every group, trade, 
or profession will have its own specific jargon. The problem 
that occurs for many speakers is not realizing that jargon is 
group, trade, or profession specific and not universal. One 
common form of jargon is the acronym, a word formed by 
taking the first letters or groups of letters of words, such as 
NASDAQ (National Association of Securities Dealers 
Automated Quotations), PET (positron emission tomography) 
scan, or IHOP (International House of Pancakes). Another 
form of jargon is initialism, formed by pronouncing the initials 
rather than the name of an organization or other entity. By 
defining the jargon upon first mention, we are subsequently 
able to use the jargon because we can be certain the 
audience now understands the term. 
Power 
Power is an individual’s ability to influence another person to 
think or behave in a manner the other person would not have 
otherwise done. DeVito examined how language can be used 
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to help people gain power over others or lose power over 
others (DeVito, 2009). Table 13.3 “Powerful and Powerless 
Language” provides examples of both powerful language and 
powerless language a speaker can use during a speech. 
Powerless language should generally be avoided in public 
speaking because it can damage audience perceptions of the 
speaker’s credibility. 
Variety 
The last important aspect of language is variety, or a 
speaker’s ability to use and implement a range of different 
language choices. In many ways, variety encompasses all the 
characteristics of language previously discussed in this 
chapter. Often speakers find one language device and then 
beat it into the ground like a railroad spike. Unfortunately, 
when a speaker starts using the same language device too 
often, the language device will start to lose the power that it 
may have had. For this reason, we recommend that you 
always think about the language you plan on using in a 
speech and make sure that you use a range of language 
choices. 
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Have you ever gotten lost because someone gave you 
directions that didn’t make sense to you? Have you ever 
puzzled over the instructions for how to put something like a 
bookshelf or grill together? When people don’t use words 
well, there are consequences that range from mild 
annoyance to legal actions. When people do use words well, 
they can be inspiring and make us better people. In this 
section, we will learn how to use words well by using words 
clearly, using words affectively, and using words ethically. 
Using words clearly 
The level of clarity with which we speak varies depending on 
whom we talk to, the situation we’re in, and our own 
intentions and motives. We sometimes make a deliberate 
effort to speak as clearly as possible. We can indicate this 
concern for clarity nonverbally by slowing our rate and 
increasing our volume or verbally by saying, “Frankly...” or 
“Let me be clear...” Sometimes it can be difficult to speak 
clearly—for example, when we are speaking about 
something with which we are unfamiliar. Emotions and 
distractions can also interfere with our clarity. Being aware of 
the varying levels of abstraction within language can help us 
create clearer and more “whole” messages. 
Definitions & clarity 
Knowing more about the role that abstraction plays in the 
generation of meaning can help us better describe and 
define the words we use. As we learned earlier, denotative 
definitions are those found in the dictionary—the official or 
agreed-on definition. Since definitions are composed of other 
words, people who compile dictionaries take for granted that 
there is a certain amount of familiarity with the words they 
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use to define another word—otherwise we would just be 
going in circles. One challenge we face when defining words 
is our tendency to go up the ladder of abstraction rather than 
down (Hayakawa & Hayakawa, 1990). 
For example, if I asked you to define the word blue, you’d 
likely say it’s a color. If I asked you what a color is, you’d tell 
me it’s a tint or characteristic of the appearance of a 
particular thing. To define more clearly, by going down the 
ladder of abstraction, you could say, “It’s the color of Frank 
Sinatra’s eyes,” or “It’s what the sky looks like on a clear 
day.” People often come to understanding more quickly 
when a definition is descriptive and/or ties into their personal 
experiences. Definitions aren’t useless, but they are usually 
best when paired with examples. You’ll notice that I include 
many key terms and definitions in this book, but knowing 
some of the challenges of generating meaning through 
language, I also include many examples and narratives that 
come from real life. Jargon refers to specialized words used 
by a certain group or profession. Since jargon is specialized, 
it is often difficult to relate to a diverse audience and should 
therefore be limited when speaking to people from outside 
the group—or at least be clearly defined when it is used. 
Using words affectively 
Affective language refers to language used to express a 
person’s feelings and create similar feelings in another 
person (Hayakawa & Hayakawa, 1990). Affective language 
can be intentionally used in relational contexts to create or 
enhance interpersonal bonds and can also be effectively 
employed in public speaking to engage an audience and 
motivate them in particular ways. 
We also use affective language spontaneously and less 
intentionally. People who “speak from the heart” connect well 
with others due to the affective nature of their words. 
Sometimes people become so filled with emotion that they 
have to express it, and these exclamations usually arouse 
emotions in others. Hearing someone exclaim, “I’m so 
happy!” can evoke similar feelings of joy, while hearing 
someone exclaim, “Why me!?” while sobbing conjures up 
similar feelings of sadness and frustration. There are also 
specific linguistic devices that facilitate affective 
communication. 
Figurative language 
When people say something is a “figure of speech,” they are 
referring to a word or phrase that deviates from expectations 
in some way in meaning or usage (Yaguello, 1998). Figurative 
language is the result of breaking semantic rules, but in a 
way that typically enhances meaning or understanding rather 
than diminishes it. To understand figurative language, a 
person has to be familiar with the semantic rules of a 
language and also with social norms and patterns within a 
cultural and/or language group, which makes it difficult for 
nonnative speakers to grasp. Figurative language has the 
ability to convey much meaning in fewer words, because 
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some of the meaning lies in the context of usage (what a 
listener can imply by the deviation from semantic norms) and 
in the listener (how the listener makes meaning by 
connecting the figurative language to his or her personal 
experience). Some examples of figurative speech include 
simile, metaphor, and personification. 
A simile is a direct comparison of two things using the words 
like or as. Similes can be very explicit for the purpose of 
conveying a specific meaning and can help increase clarity 
and lead people to personally connect to a meaning since 
they have to visualize the comparison in their mind. For 
example, Forrest Gump’s famous simile, “Life is like a box of 
chocolates. You never know what you’re gonna get,” 
conjures up feelings of uncertainty and excitement. More 
direct similes like “I slept like a baby” and “That bread was 
hard as a rock” do not necessarily stir the imagination but still 
offer an alternative way of expressing something.
A metaphor is an implicit comparison of two things that are 
not alike and/or are not typically associated. They become 
meaningful as people realize the speaker’s purpose for 
relating the two seemingly disparate ideas. Metaphors are 
figurative devices that can make our writing and speaking 
richer, but they require a person to balance creative 
associations among ideas with the common rules of the 
language if people are expected to figure out the meaning 
behind the association. A speaker must have the linguistic 
knowledge and insight to realize when a nonliteral use of 
words or ideas will be more meaningful than a literal and 
conventional use of those words. Metaphors challenge the 
imagination, which can cause each person to make sense of 
the metaphor in his or her own way (Olbricht, 1968). 
In 1946, just after World War II ended, Winston Churchill 
stated the following in a speech: “An iron curtain has 
descended across the continent of Europe.” Even though 
people knew there was no literal heavy metal curtain that had 
been lowered over Europe, the concepts of iron being strong 
and impenetrable and curtains being a divider combined to 
create a stirring and powerful image of a continent divided by 
the dark events of the previous years (Carpenter, 1999). 
Some communication scholars argue that metaphors serve a 
much larger purpose and function to structure our human 
thought processes (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). The metaphor 
“time is money” doesn’t just represent an imaginative 
connection; it shapes our social realities. We engage in 
specific actions that “save time,” “spend time,” or “waste 
time” because we have been socialized to see time as a 
resource. 
Many metaphors spring from our everyday experiences. For 
example, many objects have been implicitly compared to 
human body parts; for example, we say a clock has hands 
and a face. Personification refers to the attribution of human 
qualities or characteristics of other living things to nonhuman 
objects or abstract concepts. This can be useful when trying 
to make something abstract more concrete and can create a 
sense of urgency or “realness” out of something that is hard 
for people to conceive. Personification has been used 
successfully in public awareness campaigns because it 
allows people to identify with something they think might not 
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be relevant to them, as you can see in the following 
examples: “Human papillomavirus (HPV) is a sleeping enemy 
that lives in many people and will one day wake up and 
demand your attention if you do not address it now.” “Crystal 
meth is a stalking your children whether you see it or not. You 
never know where it’s hiding.” 
Evocative language 
Vivid language captures people’s attention and their 
imagination by conveying emotions and action. Think of the 
array of mental images that a poem or a well-told story from 
a friend can conjure up. Evocative language can also lead us 
to have physical reactions. Words like shiver and heartbroken 
can lead people to remember previous physical sensations 
related to the word. As a speaker, there may be times when 
evoking a positive or negative reaction could be beneficial. 
Evoking a sense of calm could help you talk a friend through 
troubling health news. Evoking a sense of agitation and anger 
could help you motivate an audience to action. When we are 
conversing with a friend or speaking to an audience, we are 
primarily engaging others’ visual and auditory senses. 
Evocative language can help your conversational partner or 
audience members feel, smell, or taste something as well as 
hear it and see it. Good writers know how to use words 
effectively and affectively. A well-written story, whether it is a 
book or screenplay, will contain all the previous elements. 
The rich fantasy worlds conceived in Star Trek, The Lord of 
the Rings, Twilight, and Harry Potter show the power of 
figurative and evocative language to capture our attention 
and our imagination. 
Some words are so evocative that their usage violates the 
social norms of appropriate conversations. Although we 
could use such words to intentionally shock people, we can 
also use euphemisms, or less evocative synonyms for or 
indirect references to words or ideas that are deemed 
inappropriate to discuss directly. We have many euphemisms 
for things like excretory acts, sex, and death (Allan & 
Burridge, 2006). While euphemisms can be socially useful 
and creative, they can also lead to misunderstanding and 
problems in cases where more direct communication is 
warranted despite social conventions. 
Civility 
Our strong emotions regarding our own beliefs, attitudes, and 
values can sometimes lead to incivility in our verbal 
communication. Incivility occurs when a person deviates 
from established social norms and can take many forms, 
including insults, bragging, bullying, gossiping, swearing, 
deception, and defensiveness, among others (Miller, 2001). 
Some people lament that we live in a time when civility is 
diminishing, but since standards and expectations for what is 
considered civil communication have changed over time, this 
isn’t the only time such claims have been made (Miller, 2001). 
As individualism and affluence have increased in many 
societies, so have the number of idiosyncratic identities that 
people feel they have the right to express. These increases 
could contribute to the impression that society is becoming 
less civil, when in fact it is just becoming different. As we 
learned in our section on perception and personality, we tend 
to assume other people are like us, and we may be 
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disappointed or offended when we realize they are not. 
Cultural changes have probably contributed to making 
people less willing to engage in self-restraint, which again 
would be seen as uncivil by people who prefer a more 
restrained and self-controlled expression (Miller, 2001). 
Some journalists, media commentators, and scholars have 
argued that the “flaming” that happens on comment sections 
of websites and blogs is a type of verbal incivility that 
presents a threat to our democracy (Brooks & Greer, 2007). 
Other scholars of communication and democracy have not 
as readily labeled such communication “uncivil” (Cammaerts, 
2009). It has long been argued that civility is important for the 
functioning and growth of a democracy (Kingwell, 1995). But 
in the new digital age of democracy where technologies like 
Twitter and Facebook have started democratic revolutions, 
some argue that the Internet and other new media have 
opened spaces in which people can engage in cyberactivism 
and express marginal viewpoints that may otherwise not be 
heard (Dahlberg, 2007). In any case, researchers have 
identified several aspects of language use online that are 
typically viewed as negative: name-calling, character 
assassination, and the use of obscene language (Sobieraj & 
Berry, 2011). So what contributes to such uncivil behavior—
online and offline? The following are some common 
individual and situational influences that may lead to 
breaches of civility (Miller, 2001): 
• Individual differences. Some people differ in their 
interpretations of civility in various settings, and some 
people have personality traits that may lead to actions 
deemed uncivil on a more regular basis. 
• Ignorance. In some cases, especially in novel situations 
involving uncertainty, people may not know what social 
norms and expectations are. 
• Lack of skill. Even when we know how to behave, we may 
not be able to do it. Such frustrations may lead a person to 
revert to undesirable behavior such as engaging in personal 
attacks during a conflict because they don’t know what else 
to do. 
• Lapse of control. Self-control is not an unlimited resource. 
Even when people know how to behave and have the skill 
to respond to a situation appropriately, they may not do so. 
Even people who are careful to monitor their behavior have 
occasional slipups. 
• Negative intent. Some people, in an attempt to break with 
conformity or challenge societal norms, or for self-benefit 
(publicly embarrassing someone in order to look cool or 
edgy), are openly uncivil. Such behavior can also result from 
mental or psychological stresses or illnesses. 
Polarizing language 
Philosophers of language have long noted our tendency to 
verbally represent the world in very narrow ways when we 
feel threatened (Hayakawa & Hayakawa, 1990). This 
misrepresents reality and closes off dialogue. Although in our 
everyday talk we describe things in nuanced and measured 
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ways, quarrels and controversies often narrow our vision, 
which is reflected in our vocabulary. In order to maintain a 
civil discourse in which people interact ethically and 
competently, it has been suggested that we keep an open 
mind and an open vocabulary.  
One feature of communicative incivility is polarizing language, 
which refers to language that presents people, ideas, or 
situations as polar opposites. Such language exaggerates 
differences and overgeneralizes. Things aren’t simply black or 
white, right or wrong, or good or bad. Being able to only see 
two values and clearly accepting one and rejecting another 
doesn’t indicate sophisticated or critical thinking. We don’t 
have to accept every viewpoint as right and valid, and we 
can still hold strongly to our own beliefs and defend them 
without ignoring other possibilities or rejecting or alienating 
others. A citizen who says, “All cops are corrupt,” is just as 
wrong as the cop who says, “All drug users are scum.” In 
avoiding polarizing language we keep a more open mind, 
which may lead us to learn something new. A citizen may 
have a personal story about a negative encounter with a 
police officer that could enlighten us on his or her 
perspective, but the statement also falsely overgeneralizes 
that experience. 
Avoiding polarizing language can help us avoid polarized 
thinking, and the new information we learn may allow us to 
better understand and advocate for our position. Avoiding 
sweeping generalizations allows us to speak more clearly and 
hopefully avoid defensive reactions from others that result 
from such blanket statements.  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Society and culture influence the words that we speak, and 
the words that we speak influence society and culture. Such 
a cyclical relationship can be difficult to understand, but 
many of the examples throughout this chapter and examples 
from our own lives help illustrate this point. One of the best 
ways to learn about society, culture, and language is to seek 
out opportunities to go beyond our typical comfort zones. 
Studying abroad, for example, brings many challenges that 
can turn into valuable lessons. The following example of such 
a lesson comes from my friend who studied abroad in 
Vienna, Austria. 
Although English used to employ formal (thou, thee) and 
informal pronouns (you), today you can be used when 
speaking to a professor, a parent, or a casual acquaintance. 
Other languages still have social norms and rules about who 
is to be referred to informally and formally. My friend, as was 
typical in the German language, referred to his professor with 
the formal pronoun Sie but used the informal pronoun Du 
with his fellow students since they were peers. When the 
professor invited some of the American exchange students 
to dinner, they didn’t know they were about to participate in a 
cultural ritual that would change the way they spoke to their 
professor from that night on. Their professor informed them 
that they were going to duzen, which meant they were going 
to now be able to refer to her with the informal pronoun—an 
honor and sign of closeness for the American students. As 
they went around the table, each student introduced himself 
or herself to the professor using the formal pronoun, locked 
arms with her and drank (similar to the champagne toast 
ritual at some wedding ceremonies), and reintroduced 
himself or herself using the informal pronoun. For the rest of 
the semester, the American students still respectfully referred 
to the professor with her title, which translated to “Mrs. 
Doctor,” but used informal pronouns, even in class, while the 
other students not included in the ceremony had to continue 
using the formal. Given that we do not use formal and 
informal pronouns in English anymore, there is no equivalent 
ritual to the German duzen, but as we will learn next, there 
are many rituals in English that may be just as foreign to 
someone else. 
Language & social context 
We arrive at meaning through conversational interaction, 
which follows many social norms and rules. As we’ve already 
learned, rules are explicitly stated conventions (“Look at me 
when I’m talking to you.”) and norms are implicit (saying 
you’ve got to leave before you actually do to politely initiate 
the end to a conversation). To help conversations function 
meaningfully, we have learned social norms and internalized 
them to such an extent that we do not often consciously 
137
Section 4
Language, society & culture
enact them. Instead, we rely on routines and roles (as 
determined by social forces) to help us proceed with verbal 
interaction, which also helps determine how a conversation 
will unfold. Our various social roles influence meaning and 
how we speak. For example, a person may say, “As a 
longtime member of this community...” or “As a first-
generation college student...” Such statements cue others 
into the personal and social context from which we are 
speaking, which helps them better interpret our meaning. 
One social norm that structures our communication is turn 
taking. People need to feel like they are contributing 
something to an interaction, so turn taking is a central part of 
how conversations play out (Crystal, 2005). Although we 
sometimes talk at the same time as others or interrupt them, 
there are numerous verbal and nonverbal cues, almost like a 
dance, that are exchanged between speakers that let people 
know when their turn will begin or end. Conversations do not 
always neatly progress from beginning to end with shared 
understanding along the way. There is a back and forth that 
is often verbally managed through rephrasing (“Let me try 
that again,”) and clarification (“Does that make sense?”) 
(Crystal, 2005).
We also have certain units of speech that facilitate turn 
taking. Adjacency pairs are related communication structures 
that come one after the other (adjacent to each other) in an 
interaction (Crystal, 2005). For example, questions are 
followed by answers, greetings are followed by responses, 
compliments are followed by a thank you, and informative 
comments are followed by an acknowledgment. These are 
the skeletal components that make up our verbal 
interactions, and they are largely social in that they facilitate 
our interactions. When these sequences don’t work out, 
confusion, miscommunication, or frustration may result.
Some conversational elements are highly scripted or 
ritualized, especially the beginning and end of an exchange 
and topic changes (Crystal, 2005). Conversations often begin 
with a standard greeting and then proceed to “safe” 
exchanges about things in the immediate field of experience 
of the communicators (a comment on the weather or noting 
something going on in the scene). At this point, once the ice 
is broken, people can move on to other more content-
specific exchanges. Once conversing, before we can initiate 
a topic change, it is a social norm that we let the current 
topic being discussed play itself out or continue until the 
person who introduced the topic seems satisfied. We then 
usually try to find a relevant tie-in or segue that 
acknowledges the previous topic, in turn acknowledging the 
speaker, before actually moving on. Changing the topic 
without following such social conventions might indicate to 
the other person that you were not listening or are simply 
rude. 
Ending a conversation is similarly complex. I’m sure we’ve all 
been in a situation where we are “trapped” in a conversation 
that we need or want to get out of. Just walking away or 
ending a conversation without engaging in socially 
acceptable “leave-taking behaviors” would be considered a 
breach of social norms. Topic changes are often places 
where people can leave a conversation, but it is still routine 
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for us to give a special reason for leaving, often in an 
apologetic tone (whether we mean it or not). Generally 
though, conversations come to an end through the 
cooperation of both people, as they offer and recognize 
typical signals that a topic area has been satisfactorily 
covered or that one or both people need to leave. It is 
customary in the United States for people to say they have to 
leave before they actually do and for that statement to be 
dismissed or ignored by the other person until additional 
leave-taking behaviors are enacted. When such cooperation 
is lacking, an awkward silence or abrupt ending can result, 
and as we’ve already learned, US Americans are not big fans 
of silence. Silence is not viewed the same way in other 
cultures, which leads us to our discussion of cultural context. 
Language & cultural context 
Culture isn’t solely determined by a person’s native language 
or nationality. It’s true that languages vary by country and 
region and that the language we speak influences our 
realities, but even people who speak the same language 
experience cultural differences because of their various 
intersecting cultural identities and personal experiences. We 
have a tendency to view our language as a whole more 
favorably than other languages. Although people may make 
persuasive arguments regarding which languages are more 
pleasing to the ear or difficult or easy to learn than others, no 
one language enables speakers to communicate more 
effectively than another (McCornack, 2007). 
From birth we are socialized into our various cultural 
identities. As with the social context, this acculturation 
process is a combination of explicit and implicit lessons. A 
child in Colombia, which is considered a more collectivist 
country in which people value group membership and 
cohesion over individualism, may not be explicitly told, “You 
are a member of a collectivistic culture, so you should care 
more about the family and community than yourself.” This 
cultural value would be transmitted through daily actions and 
through language use. Just as babies acquire knowledge of 
language practices at an astonishing rate in their first two 
years of life, so do they acquire cultural knowledge and 
values that are embedded in those language practices. At 
nine months old, it is possible to distinguish babies based on 
their language. Even at this early stage of development, when 
most babies are babbling and just learning to recognize but 
not wholly reproduce verbal interaction patterns, a 
Colombian baby would sound different from a Brazilian baby, 
even though neither would actually be using words from their 
native languages of Spanish and Portuguese (Crystal, 2005). 
The actual language we speak plays an important role in 
shaping our reality. Comparing languages, we can see 
differences in how we are able to talk about the world. In 
English, we have the words grandfather and grandmother, 
but no single word that distinguishes between a maternal 
grandfather and a paternal grandfather. But in Swedish, 
there’s a specific word for each grandparent: morfar is 
mother’s father, farfar is father’s father, farmor is father’s 
mother, and mormor is mother’s mother (Crystal, 2005). In 
this example, we can see that the words available to us, 
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based on the language we speak, influence how we talk 
about the world due to differences in and limitations of 
vocabulary. The notion that language shapes our view of 
reality and our cultural patterns is best represented by the 
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. Although some scholars argue that 
our reality is determined by our language, we will take a more 
qualified view and presume that language plays a central role 
in influencing our realities but doesn’t determine them (Martin 
& Nakayama, 2010). 
Culturally influenced differences in language and meaning 
can lead to some interesting encounters, ranging from 
awkward to informative to disastrous. In terms of 
awkwardness, you have likely heard stories of companies 
that failed to exhibit communication competence in their 
naming and/or advertising of products in another language. 
For example, in Taiwan, Pepsi used the slogan “Come Alive 
with Pepsi” only to later find out that when translated it 
meant, “Pepsi brings your ancestors back from the 
dead” (Kwintessential Limited, 2012). Similarly, American 
Motors introduced a new car called the Matador to the 
Puerto Rico market only to learn that Matador means “killer,” 
which wasn’t very comforting to potential buyers 
(Kwintessential, 2012). At a more informative level, the words 
we use to give positive reinforcement are culturally relative. In 
the United States and England, parents commonly positively 
and negatively reinforce their child’s behavior by saying, 
“Good girl” or “Good boy.” There isn’t an equivalent for such 
a phrase in other European languages, so the usage in only 
these two countries has been traced back to the puritan 
influence on beliefs about good and bad behavior 
(Wierzbicka, 2004). In terms of disastrous consequences, one 
of the most publicized and deadliest cross-cultural business 
mistakes occurred in India in 1984. Union Carbide, an 
American company, controlled a plant used to make 
pesticides. The company underestimated the amount of 
cross-cultural training that would be needed to allow the 
local workers, many of whom were not familiar with the 
technology or language/jargon used in the instructions for 
plant operations to do their jobs. This lack of competent 
communication led to a gas leak that immediately killed more 
than two thousand people and over time led to more than 
five hundred thousand injuries (Varma, 2012). 
Customs & norms 
Social norms are culturally relative. The words used in 
politeness rituals in one culture can mean something 
completely different in another. For example, thank you in 
American English acknowledges receiving something (a gift, 
a favor, a compliment), in British English it can mean “yes” 
similar to American English’s yes, please, and in French merci 
can mean “no” as in “no, thank you” (Crystal, 2005). 
Additionally, what is considered a powerful language style 
varies from culture to culture. Confrontational language, such 
as swearing, can be seen as powerful in Western cultures, 
even though it violates some language taboos, but would be 
seen as immature and weak in Japan (Wetzel, 1988). 
Gender also affects how we use language, but not to the 
extent that most people think. Although there is a widespread 
belief that men are more likely to communicate in a clear and 
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straightforward way and women are more likely to 
communicate in an emotional and indirect way, a meta-
analysis of research findings from more than two hundred 
studies found only small differences in the personal 
disclosures of men and women (Dindia & Allen, 1992). 
Men and women’s levels of disclosure are even more similar 
when engaging in cross-gender communication, meaning 
men and woman are more similar when speaking to each 
other than when men speak to men or women speak to 
women. This could be due to the internalized pressure to 
speak about the other gender in socially sanctioned ways, in 
essence reinforcing the stereotypes when speaking to the 
same gender but challenging them in cross-gender 
encounters. Researchers also dispelled the belief that men 
interrupt more than women do, finding that men and women 
interrupt each other with similar frequency in cross-gender 
encounters (Dindia, 1987). These findings, which state that 
men and women communicate more similarly during cross-
gender encounters and then communicate in more 
stereotypical ways in same-gender encounters, can be 
explained with communication accommodation theory. 
Communication accommodation & code-switching 
Communication accommodation theory is a theory that 
explores why and how people modify their communication to 
fit situational, social, cultural, and relational contexts (Giles, 
Taylor, & Bourhis, 1973). Within communication 
accommodation, conversational partners may use 
convergence, meaning a person makes his or her 
communication more like another person’s. People who are 
accommodating in their communication style are seen as 
more competent, which illustrates the benefits of 
communicative flexibility. In order to be flexible, of course, 
people have to be aware of and monitor their own and 
others’ communication patterns. Conversely, conversational 
partners may use divergence, meaning a person uses 
communication to emphasize the differences between his or 
her conversational partner and his or herself. 
Convergence and divergence can take place within the same 
conversation and may be used by one or both conversational 
partners. Convergence functions to make others feel at ease, 
to increase understanding, and to enhance social bonds. 
Divergence may be used to intentionally make another 
person feel unwelcome or perhaps to highlight a personal, 
group, or cultural identity. For example, African American 
women use certain verbal communication patterns when 
communicating with other African American women as a way 
to highlight their racial identity and create group solidarity. In 
situations where multiple races interact, the women usually 
don’t use those same patterns, instead accommodating the 
language patterns of the larger group. While communication 
accommodation might involve anything from adjusting how 
fast or slow you talk to how long you speak during each turn, 
code-switching refers to changes in accent, dialect, or 
language (Martin & Nakayama, 2010). There are many 
reasons that people might code-switch. Regarding accents, 
some people hire vocal coaches or speech- language 
pathologists to help them alter their accent. If a Southern 
person thinks their accent is leading others to form 
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unfavorable impressions, they can consciously change their 
accent with much practice and effort. Once their ability to 
speak without their Southern accent is honed, they may be 
able to switch very quickly between their native accent when 
speaking with friends and family and their modified accent 
when speaking in professional settings. 
Additionally, people who work or live in multilingual settings 
may code-switch many times throughout the day, or even 
within a single conversation. Increasing outsourcing and 
globalization have produced heightened pressures for code-
switching. Call center workers in India have faced strong 
negative reactions from British and American customers who 
insist on “speaking to someone who speaks English.” 
Although many Indians learn English in schools as a result of 
British colonization, their accents prove to be off-putting to 
people who want to get their cable package changed or book 
an airline ticket. Now some Indian call center workers are 
going through intense training to be able to code-switch and 
accommodate the speaking style of their customers. What is 
being called the “Anglo-Americanization of India” entails 
“accent-neutralization,” lessons on American culture (using 
things like Sex and the City DVDs), and the use of Anglo-
American-sounding names like Sean and Peggy (Pal, 2004). 
As our interactions continue to occur in more multinational 
contexts, the expectations for code-switching and 
accommodation are sure to increase. It is important for us to 
consider the intersection of culture and power and think 
critically about the ways in which expectations for code-
switching may be based on cultural biases. 
Language & cultural bias 
In the previous example about code-switching and 
communication accommodation in Indian call centers, the 
move toward accent neutralization is a response to the 
“racist abuse” these workers receive from customers 
(Nadeem, 2012). Anger in Western countries about job losses 
and economic uncertainty has increased the amount of 
racially targeted verbal attacks on international call center 
employees. It was recently reported that more call center 
workers are now quitting their jobs as a result of the verbal 
abuse and that 25 percent of workers who have recently quit 
say such abuse was a major source of stress (Gentleman, 
2005). Such verbal attacks are not new; they represent a 
common but negative way that cultural bias explicitly 
manifests in our language use. 
Cultural bias is a skewed way of viewing or talking about a 
group that is typically negative. Bias has a way of creeping 
into our daily language use, often under our awareness. 
Culturally biased language can make reference to one or 
more cultural identities, including race, gender, age, sexual 
orientation, and ability. There are other sociocultural identities 
that can be the subject of biased language, but we will focus 
our discussion on these five. Much biased language is based 
on stereotypes and myths that influence the words we use. 
Bias is both intentional and unintentional, but as we’ve 
already discussed, we have to be accountable for what we 
say even if we didn’t “intend” a particular meaning—
remember, meaning is generated; it doesn’t exist inside our 
thoughts or words. We will discuss specific ways in which 
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cultural bias manifests in our language and ways to become 
more aware of bias. Becoming aware of and addressing 
cultural bias is not the same thing as engaging in “political 
correctness.” Political correctness takes awareness to the 
extreme but doesn’t do much to address cultural bias aside 
from make people feel like they are walking on eggshells. 
That kind of pressure can lead people to avoid discussions 
about cultural identities or avoid people with different cultural 
identities. Our goal is not to eliminate all cultural bias from 
verbal communication or to never offend anyone, 
intentionally or otherwise. Instead, we will continue to use 
guidelines for ethical communication that we have already 
discussed and strive to increase our competence. 
Race 
People sometimes use euphemisms for race that illustrate 
bias because the terms are usually implicitly compared to the 
dominant group (Publication Manual of the American 
Psychological Association, 2010). For example, referring to a 
person as “urban” or a neighborhood as “inner city” can be 
an accurate descriptor, but when such words are used as a 
substitute for racial identity, they illustrate cultural biases that 
equate certain races with cities and poverty. 
Using adjectives like articulate or well-dressed in statements 
like “My black coworker is articulate” reinforces negative 
stereotypes even though these words are typically viewed as 
positive. Terms like nonwhite set up whiteness as the norm, 
which implies that white people are the norm against which 
all other races should be compared. Biased language also  
 
reduces the diversity within certain racial groups—for 
example, referring to anyone who looks like they are of Asian 
descent as Chinese or everyone who “looks” Latino/a as 
Mexicans. Some people with racial identities other than 
white, including people who are multiracial, use the label 
person/people of color to indicate solidarity among groups, 
but it is likely that they still prefer a more specific label when 
referring to an individual or referencing a specific racial 
group. 
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Gender 
Language has a tendency to exaggerate perceived and 
stereotypical differences between men and women. The use 
of the term opposite sex presumes that men and women are 
opposites, like positive and negative poles of a magnet, 
which is obviously not true or men and women wouldn’t be 
able to have successful interactions or relationships. A term 
like other gender doesn’t presume opposites and 
acknowledges that male and female identities and 
communication are more influenced by gender, which is the 
social and cultural meanings and norms associated with 
males and females, than sex, which is the physiology and 
genetic makeup of a male and female. One key to avoiding 
gendered bias in language is to avoid the generic use of he 
when referring to something relevant to males and females. 
Instead, you can informally use a gender-neutral pronoun like 
they or their or you can use his or her (Publication Manual of 
the American Psychological Association, 2010). When giving 
a series of examples, you can alternate usage of masculine 
and feminine pronouns, switching with each example. We 
have lasting gendered associations with certain occupations 
that have tended to be male or female dominated, which 
erase the presence of both genders. Other words reflect the 
general masculine bias present in English. The following word 
pairs show the gender-biased term followed by an unbiased 
term: waitress/server, chairman / chair or chairperson, 
mankind/people, cameraman / camera operator, mailman / 
postal worker, sportsmanship / fair play. Common language 
practices also tend to infantilize women but not men, when, 
for example, women are referred to as chicks, girls, or babes. 
Since there is no linguistic equivalent that indicates the 
marital status of men before their name, using Ms. instead of 
Miss or Mrs. helps reduce bias. 
Age 
Language that includes age bias can be directed toward 
older or younger people. Descriptions of younger people 
often presume recklessness or inexperience, while those of 
older people presume frailty or disconnection. The term 
elderly generally refers to people over sixty-five, but it has 
connotations of weakness, which isn’t accurate because 
there are plenty of people over sixty-five who are stronger 
and more athletic than people in their twenties and thirties. 
Even though it’s generic, older people doesn’t really have 
negative implications. More specific words that describe 
groups of older people include grandmothers/grandfathers 
(even though they can be fairly young too), retirees, or people 
over sixty-five (Publication Manual of the American 
Psychological Association, 2010). Referring to people over 
the age of eighteen as boys or girls isn’t typically viewed as 
appropriate. 
Sexual orientation 
Discussions of sexual and affectional orientation range from 
everyday conversations to contentious political and personal 
debates. The negative stereotypes that have been associated 
with homosexuality, including deviance, mental illness, and 
criminal behavior, continue to influence our language use 
(American Psychological Association, 2012). Terminology 
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related to gay, lesbian, and bisexual (GLB) people can be 
confusing, so let’s spend some time raise our awareness 
about preferred labels. First, sexual orientation is the term 
preferred to sexual preference. Preference suggests a 
voluntary choice, as in someone has a preference for 
cheddar or American cheese, which doesn’t reflect the 
experience of most GLB people or research findings that 
show sexuality is more complex. You may also see affectional 
orientation included with sexual orientation because it 
acknowledges that GLB relationships, like heterosexual 
relationships, are about intimacy and closeness (affection) 
that is not just sexually based. Most people also prefer the 
labels gay, lesbian, or bisexual to homosexual, which is 
clinical and doesn’t so much refer to an identity as a sex act. 
Language regarding romantic relationships contains bias 
when heterosexuality is assumed. Keep in mind that 
individuals are not allowed to marry someone of the same 
gender in most states in the United States. For example, if 
you ask a gay man who has been in a committed partnership 
for ten years if he is “married or single,” how should he 
answer that question? Comments comparing GLB people to 
“normal” people, although possibly intended to be positive, 
reinforces the stereotype that GLB people are abnormal. 
Don’t presume you can identify a person’s sexual orientation 
by looking at them or talking to them. Don’t assume that GLB 
people will “come out” to you. Given that many GLB people 
have faced and continue to face regular discrimination, they 
may be cautious about disclosing their identities. However, 
using gender neutral terminology like partner and avoiding 
other biased language mentioned previously may create a 
climate in which a GLB person feels comfortable disclosing 
his or her sexual orientation identity. Conversely, the casual 
use of phrases like that’s gay to mean “that’s stupid” may 
create an environment in which GLB people do not feel 
comfortable. Even though people don’t often use the phrase 
to actually refer to sexual orientation, campaigns like 
“ThinkB4YouSpeak.com” try to educate people about the 
power that language has and how we should all be more 
conscious of the words we use. 
Ability 
People with disabilities make up a diverse group that has 
increasingly come to be viewed as a cultural/social identity 
group. People without disabilities are often referred to as 
able-bodied. As with sexual orientation, comparing people 
with disabilities to “normal” people implies that there is an 
agreed-on definition of what “normal” is and that people with 
disabilities are “abnormal.” Disability is also preferred to the 
word handicap. Just because someone is disabled doesn’t 
mean he or she is also handicapped. The environment 
around them rather than their disability often handicaps 
people with disabilities (Publication Manual of the American 
Psychological Association, 2010). Ignoring the environment 
as the source of a handicap and placing it on the person fits 
into a pattern of reducing people with disabilities to their 
disability—for example, calling someone a paraplegic instead 
of a person with paraplegia. In many cases, as with sexual 
orientation, race, age, and gender, verbally marking a person 
as disabled isn’t relevant and doesn’t need spotlighting. 
Language used in conjunction with disabilities also tends to 
portray people as victims of their disability and paint pictures 
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of their lives as gloomy, dreadful, or painful. Such descriptors 
are often generalizations or completely inaccurate. 
The previous section is provided by the University of 
Minnesota Libraries Publishing’s Communication in the 
Real World: An Introduction to Communication Studies.
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Humans have always been diverse in their cultural beliefs 
and practices. But as new technologies have led to the 
perception that our world has shrunk, and demographic and 
political changes have brought attention to cultural 
differences, people communicate across cultures more now 
than ever before. The oceans and continents that separate us 
can now be traversed instantly with an e-mail, phone call, 
tweet, or status update. Additionally, our workplaces, 
schools, and neighborhoods have become more integrated 
in terms of race and gender, increasing our interaction with 
domestic diversity. The Disability Rights Movement and Gay 
Rights Movement have increased the visibility of people with 
disabilities and sexual minorities. But just because we are 
exposed to more difference doesn’t mean we understand it, 
can communicate across it, or appreciate it. This chapter will 
help you do all three. 
Interracial communication 
Race and communication are related in various ways. 
Racism influences our communication about race and is not 
an easy topic for most people to discuss. Today, people tend 
to view racism as overt acts such as calling someone a 
derogatory name or discriminating against someone in 
thought or action. However, there is a difference between 
racist acts, which we can attach to an individual, and 
institutional racism, which is not as easily identifiable. It is 
much easier for people to recognize and decry racist actions 
than it is to realize that racist patterns and practices go 
through societal institutions, which means that racism exists 
and doesn’t have to be committed by any one person. As 
competent communicators and critical thinkers, we must 
challenge ourselves to be aware of how racism influences 
our communication at individual and societal levels. 
We tend to make assumptions about people’s race based on 
how they talk, and often these assumptions are based on 
stereotypes. Dominant groups tend to define what is correct 
or incorrect usage of a language, and since language is so 
closely tied to identity, labeling a group’s use of a language 
as incorrect or deviant challenges or negates part of their 
identity (Yancy, 2011). We know there isn’t only one way to 
speak English, but there have been movements to identify a 
standard. This becomes problematic when we realize that 
“standard English” refers to a way of speaking English that is 
based on white, middle-class ideals that do not match up 
with the experiences of many. When we create a standard for 
English, we can label anything that deviates from that 
“nonstandard English.” Differences between standard English 
and what has been called “Black English” have gotten 
national attention through debates about whether or not 
instruction in classrooms should accommodate students 
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who do not speak standard English. Education plays an 
important role in language acquisition, and class relates to 
access to education. In general, whether someone speaks 
standard English themselves or not, they tend to negatively 
judge people whose speech deviates from the standard. 
Another national controversy has revolved around the 
inclusion of Spanish in common language use, such as 
Spanish as an option at ATMs, or other automated services, 
and Spanish language instruction in school for students who 
don’t speak or are learning to speak English. As was noted 
earlier, the Latino/a population in the United States is growing 
fast, which has necessitated inclusion of Spanish in many 
areas of public life. This has also created a backlash, which 
some scholars argue is tied more to the race of the 
immigrants than the language they speak and a fear that 
white America could be engulfed by other languages and 
cultures (Speicher, 2002). This backlash has led to a revived 
movement to make English the official language of the United 
States. 
The U.S. Constitution does not stipulate a national language, 
and Congress has not designated one either. While nearly 
thirty states have passed English-language legislation, it has 
mostly been symbolic, and court rulings have limited any 
enforceability (Zuckerman, 2010). The Linguistic Society of 
America points out that immigrants are very aware of the 
social and economic advantages of learning English and do 
not need to be forced. They also point out that the United 
States has always had many languages represented, that 
national unity hasn’t rested on a single language, and that 
there are actually benefits to having a population that is 
multilingual (Linguistic Society of America, 2011). Interracial 
communication presents some additional verbal challenges. 
Code-switching involves changing from one way of speaking 
to another between or within interactions. Some people of 
color may engage in code-switching when communicating 
with dominant group members because they fear they will be 
negatively judged. Adopting the language practices of the 
dominant group may minimize perceived differences. This 
code-switching creates a linguistic dual consciousness in 
which people are able to maintain their linguistic identities 
with their in-group peers but can still acquire tools and gain 
access needed to function in dominant society (Yancy, 2011). 
White people may also feel anxious about communicating 
with people of color out of fear of being perceived as racist. 
In other situations, people in dominant groups may spotlight 
non-dominant members by asking them to comment on or 
educate others about their race (Allen, 2011). For example, I 
once taught at a private university that was predominantly 
white. Students of color talked to me about being asked by 
professors to weigh in on an issue when discussions of race 
came up in the classroom. While a professor may have been 
well-intentioned, spotlighting can make a student feel 
conspicuous, frustrated, or defensive. Additionally, I bet the 
professors wouldn’t think about asking a white, male, or 
heterosexual student to give the perspective of their whole 
group. 
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Gender 
When we first meet a newborn baby, we ask whether it’s a 
boy or a girl. This question illustrates the importance of 
gender in organizing our social lives and our interpersonal 
relationships. A Canadian family became aware of the deep 
emotions people feel about gender and the great discomfort 
people feel when they can’t determine gender when they 
announced to the world that they were not going to tell 
anyone the gender of their baby, aside from the baby’s 
siblings. Their desire for their child, named Storm, to be able 
to experience early life without the boundaries and categories 
of gender brought criticism from many (Davis & James, 
2011). 
Conversely, many parents consciously or unconsciously 
“code” their newborns in gendered ways based on our 
society’s associations of pink clothing and accessories with 
girls and blue with boys. While it’s obvious to most people 
that colors aren’t gendered, they take on new meaning when 
we assign gendered characteristics of masculinity and 
femininity to them. Just like race, gender is a socially 
constructed category. While it is true that there are biological 
differences between who we label male and female, the 
meaning our society places on those differences is what 
actually matters in our day-to-day lives. And the biological 
differences are interpreted differently around the world, which 
further shows that although we think gender is a natural, 
normal, stable way of classifying things, it is actually not. 
There is a long history of appreciation for people who cross 
gender lines in Native American and South Central Asian 
cultures, to name just two. 
You may have noticed I use the word gender instead of sex. 
That’s because gender is an identity based on internalized 
cultural notions of masculinity and femininity that is 
constructed through communication and interaction. There 
are two important parts of this definition to unpack. First, we 
internalize notions of gender based on socializing institutions, 
which helps us form our gender identity. Then we attempt to 
construct that gendered identity through our interactions with 
others, which is our gender expression. Sex is based on 
biological characteristics, including external genitalia, internal 
sex organs, chromosomes, and hormones (Wood, 2005). 
While the biological characteristics between men and women 
are obviously different, it’s the meaning that we create and 
attach to those characteristics that makes them significant. 
The cultural differences in how that significance is ascribed 
are proof that “our way of doing things” is arbitrary. For 
example, cross-cultural research has found that boys and 
girls in most cultures show both aggressive and nurturing 
tendencies, but cultures vary in terms of how they encourage 
these characteristics between genders. In a group in Africa, 
young boys are responsible for taking care of babies and are 
encouraged to be nurturing (Wood, 2005). 
Gender has been constructed over the past few centuries in 
political and deliberate ways that have tended to favor men in 
terms of power. And various academic fields joined in the 
quest to “prove” there are “natural” differences between men 
and women. While the “proof” they presented was credible to 
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many at the time, it seems blatantly sexist and inaccurate 
today. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, scientists who 
measure skulls, also known as craniometrists, claimed that 
men were more intelligent than women because they had 
larger brains. Leaders in the fast-growing fields of sociology 
and psychology argued that women were less evolved than 
men and had more in common with “children and savages” 
than an adult (white) males (Allen, 2011). Doctors and other 
decision makers like politicians also used women’s menstrual 
cycles as evidence that they were irrational, or hysterical, and 
therefore couldn’t be trusted to vote, pursue higher 
education, or be in a leadership position. These are just a few 
of the many instances of how knowledge was created by 
seemingly legitimate scientific disciplines that we can now 
clearly see served to empower men and disempower women. 
This system is based on the ideology of patriarchy, which is a 
system of social structures and practices that maintains the 
values, priorities, and interests of men as a group (Wood, 
2005). One of the ways patriarchy is maintained is by its 
relative invisibility. While women have been the focus of 
much research on gender differences, males have been 
largely unexamined. Men have been treated as the “generic” 
human being to which others are compared. But that ignores 
that fact that men have a gender, too. Masculinities studies 
have challenged that notion by examining how masculinities 
are performed. 
Intercultural communication 
It is through intercultural communication that we come to 
create, understand, and transform culture and identity. 
Intercultural communication is communication between 
people with differing cultural identities. One reason we should 
study intercultural communication is to foster greater self-
awareness (Martin & Nakayama, 2010). Our thought process 
regarding culture is often “other focused,” meaning that the 
culture of the other person or group is what stands out in our 
perception. However, the old adage “know thyself” is 
appropriate, as we become more aware of our own culture by 
better understanding other cultures and perspectives. 
Intercultural communication can allow us to step outside of 
our comfortable, usual frame of reference and see our culture 
through a different lens. Additionally, as we become more 
self-aware, we may also become more ethical 
communicators as we challenge our ethnocentrism, or our 
tendency to view our own culture as superior to other 
cultures. 
As was noted earlier, difference matters, and studying 
intercultural communication can help us better negotiate our 
changing world. Changing economies and technologies 
intersect with culture in meaningful ways (Martin & 
Nakayama). As was noted earlier, technology has created for 
some a global village where vast distances are now much 
shorter due to new technology that make travel and 
communication more accessible and convenient (McLuhan, 
1967). However, as the following “Getting Plugged In” box 
indicates, there is also a digital divide, which refers to the 
unequal access to technology and related skills that exists in 
much of the world. People in most fields will be more 
successful if they are prepared to work in a globalized world. 
Obviously, the global market sets up the need to have 
150
intercultural competence for employees who travel between 
locations of a multinational corporation. Perhaps less obvious 
may be the need for teachers to work with students who do 
not speak English as their first language and for police 
officers, lawyers, managers, and medical personnel to be 
able to work with people who have various cultural identities. 
Intercultural communication & relationships 
Intercultural relationships are formed between people with 
different cultural identities and include friends, romantic 
partners, family, and coworkers. Intercultural relationships 
have benefits and drawbacks. Some of the benefits include 
increasing cultural knowledge, challenging previously held 
stereotypes, and learning new skills (Martin & Nakayama, 
2010). For example, I learned about the Vietnamese New 
Year celebration Tet from a friend I made in graduate school. 
This same friend also taught me how to make some delicious 
Vietnamese foods that I continue to cook today. I likely would 
not have gained this cultural knowledge or skill without the 
benefits of my intercultural friendship. Intercultural 
relationships also present challenges, however. 
The dialectics discussed earlier affect our intercultural 
relationships. The similarities-differences dialectic in 
particular may present challenges to relationship formation 
(Martin & Nakayama, 2010). While differences between 
people’s cultural identities may be obvious, it takes some 
effort to uncover commonalities that can form the basis of a 
relationship. Perceived differences in general also create 
anxiety and uncertainty that is not as present in intracultural 
relationships. Once some similarities are found, the tension 
within the dialectic begins to balance out and uncertainty and 
anxiety lessen. Negative stereotypes may also hinder 
progress toward relational development, especially if the 
individuals are not open to adjusting their preexisting beliefs. 
Intercultural relationships may also take more work to nurture 
and maintain. The benefit of increased cultural awareness is 
often achieved, because the relational partners explain their 
cultures to each other. This type of explaining requires time, 
effort, and patience and may be an extra burden that some 
are not willing to carry. Last, engaging in intercultural 
relationships can lead to questioning or even backlash from 
one’s own group. I experienced this type of backlash from my 
white classmates in middle school who teased me for 
hanging out with the African American kids on my bus. While 
these challenges range from mild inconveniences to more 
serious repercussions, they are important to be aware of. As 
noted earlier, intercultural relationships can take many forms. 
The focus of this section is on friendships and romantic 
relationships, but much of the following discussion can be 
extended to other relationship types. 
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t tion Aids
After reading this chapter, students will be able to: 
•	 apply effective communication skills to 	 	
	 different technological platforms,  
•	 utilize modern media technologies to 	 	
	 summarize and analyze original research in 	
	 their field of study, and 
•	 use industry standard computer and media 	
	 applications.
What are presentation aids? 
When you give a speech, you are presenting much more than 
just a collection of words and ideas. Because you are 
speaking “live and in person,” your audience members will 
experience your speech through all five of their senses: 
hearing, vision, smell, taste, and touch. In some speaking 
situations, the speaker appeals only to the sense of hearing, 
more or less ignoring the other senses except to avoid visual 
distractions by dressing and presenting himself or herself in 
an appropriate manner. But the speaking event can be 
greatly enriched by appeals to the other senses. This is the 
role of presentation aids. 
Presentation aids, sometimes also called sensory aids, are 
the resources beyond the speech itself that a speaker uses to 
enhance the message conveyed to the audience. The type of 
presentation aids that speakers most typically make use of 
are visual aids: pictures, diagrams, charts and graphs, maps, 
and the like. Audible aids include musical excerpts, audio 
speech excerpts, and sound effects. A speaker may also use 
fragrance samples or a food samples as olfactory or 
gustatory aids. Finally, presentation aids can be three-
dimensional objects, animals, and people; they can unfold 
over a period of time, as in the case of a how-to 
demonstration. 
As you can see, the range of possible presentation aids is 
almost infinite. However, all presentation aids have one thing 
in common: To be effective, each presentation aid a speaker 
uses must be a direct, uncluttered example of a specific 
element of the speech. It is understandable that someone 
presenting a speech about Abraham Lincoln might want to 
include a picture of him, but because most people already 
know what Lincoln looked like, the picture would not 
contribute much to the message (unless, perhaps, the 
message was specifically about the changes in Lincoln’s 
appearance during his time in office). Other visual artifacts 
are more likely to deliver information more directly relevant to 
the speech—a diagram of the interior of Ford’s Theater where 
Lincoln was assassinated, a facsimile of the messy and 
much-edited Gettysburg Address, or a photograph of the 
Lincoln family, for example. The key is that each presentation 
aid must directly express an idea in your speech. 
Moreover, presentation aids must be used at the time when 
you are presenting the specific ideas related to the aid. For 
example, if you are speaking about coral reefs and one of 
your supporting points is about the location of the world’s 
major reefs, it will make sense to display a map of these reefs 
while you’re talking about location. If you display it while you 
are explaining what coral actually is, or describing the kinds 
of fish that feed on a reef, the map will not serve as a useful 
visual aid—in fact, it’s likely to be a distraction. 
Presentation aids must also be easy to use. At a conference 
on organic farming, your author watched as the facilitator 
opened the orientation session by creating a conceptual map 
of our concerns, using a large newsprint pad on an easel. In 
his shirt pocket were wide-tipped felt markers in several 
colors. As he was using the black marker to write the word 
“pollution,” he dropped the cap on the floor, and it rolled a 
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few inches under the easel. When he bent over to pick up the 
cap, all the other markers fell out of his pocket. 
They rolled about too, and when he tried to retrieve them, he 
bumped the easel, leading the easel and newsprint pad to 
tumble over on top of him. The audience responded with 
amusement and thundering applause, but the serious tone of 
his speech was ruined. The next two days of the conference 
were punctuated with allusions to the unforgettable 
orientation speech. This is not how you will want your speech 
to be remembered. 
To be effective, presentation aids must also be easy for the 
listeners to see and understand. In this chapter, we will 
present some principles and strategies to help you 
incorporate hardworking, effective presentation aids into your 
speech. We will begin by discussing the functions that good 
presentation aids fulfill. Next, we will explore some of the 
many types of presentation aids and how best to design and 
utilize them. We will also describe various media that can be 
used for presentation aids. We will conclude with tips for 
successful preparation and use of presentation aids in a 
speech. 
Types of presentation aids 
As we saw in the case of the orientation presentation at the 
organic farming conference, using presentation aids can be 
risky. However, with a little forethought and adequate 
practice, you can choose presentation aids that enhance 
your message and boost your professional appearance in 
front of an audience. 
One principle to keep in mind is to use only as many 
presentation aids as necessary to present your message or 
to fulfill your classroom assignment. Although the maxim 
“less is more” may sound like a cliché, it really does apply in 
this instance. The number and the technical sophistication of 
your presentation aids should never overshadow your 
speech. 
Another important consideration is technology. Keep your 
presentation aids within the limits of the working technology 
available to you. Whether or not your classroom technology 
works on the day of your speech, you will still have to 
present. What will you do if the computer file containing your 
slides is corrupted? What will you do if the easel is broken? 
What if you had counted on stacking your visuals on a table 
that disappears right when you need it? You must be 
prepared to adapt to an uncomfortable and scary situation. 
This is why we urge students to go to the classroom at least 
fifteen minutes ahead of time to test the equipment and 
ascertain the condition of things they’re planning to use. As 
the speaker, you are responsible for arranging the things you 
need to make your presentation aids work as intended. Carry 
a roll of duct tape so you can display your poster even if the 
easel is gone. Find an extra chair if your table has 
disappeared. Test the computer setup, and have an 
alternative plan prepared in case there is some glitch that 
prevents your computer-based presentation aids from being 
usable. The more sophisticated the equipment is, the more 
you should be prepared with an alternative, even in a “smart 
classroom.” 
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More important than the method of delivery is the audience’s 
ability to see and understand the presentation aid. It must 
deliver clear information, and it must not distract from the 
message. Avoid overly elaborate presentation aids because 
they can distract the audience’s attention from your 
message. Instead, simplify as much as possible, emphasizing 
the information you want your audience to understand. 
Another thing to remember is that presentation aids do not 
“speak for themselves.” When you display a visual aid, you 
should explain what it shows, pointing out and naming the 
most important features. If you use an audio aid such as a 
musical excerpt, you need to tell your audience what to listen 
for. Similarly, if you use a video clip, it is up to you as the 
speaker to point out the characteristics in the video that 
support the point you are making. Although there are many 
useful presentation tools, you should not attempt to use 
every one of these tools in a single speech. Your presentation 
aids should be designed to look like a coherent set. For 
instance, if you decide to use three slides and a poster, all 
four of these visual aids should make use of the same type 
font and basic design. 
Now that we’ve explored some basic hints for preparing 
visual aids, let’s look at the most common types of visual 
aids: charts, graphs, representations, objects/models, and 
people. 
Charts 
A chart is commonly defined as a graphical representation of 
data (often numerical) or a sketch representing an ordered 
process. Whether you create your charts or do research to 
find charts that already exist, it is important for them to 
exactly match the specific purpose in your speech. Although 
both charts are good, they are not equal. One chart might be 
useful in a speech about the history and development of 
acupuncture, while the other chart would be more useful for 
showing the locations of meridians, or the lines along which 
energy is thought to flow, and the acupuncture points. 
Graphs 
Strictly speaking, a graph may be considered a type of chart, 
but graphs are so widely used that we will discuss them 
separately. A graph is a pictorial representation of the 
relationships of quantitative data using dots, lines, bars, pie 
slices, and the like. Graphs show the variation in one variable 
in comparison with that of one or more other variables. 
Where a statistical chart may report the mean ages of 
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individuals entering college, a graph would show how the 
mean age changes over time. A statistical chart may report 
the amount of computers sold in the United States, while a 
graph will show the breakdown of those computers by 
operating systems such as Windows, Macintosh, and Linux. 
Public speakers can show graphs using a range of different 
formats. Some of those formats are specialized for various 
professional fields. Very complex graphs often contain too 
much information that is not related to the purpose of a 
student’s speech. If the graph is cluttered, it becomes 
difficult to comprehend. In this section, we’re going to 
analyze the common graphs speakers utilize in their 
speeches: line graphs, bar graphs, and pie graphs. 
Representations 
In the world of presentation aids, representations is the word 
used to classify a group of aids designed to represent real 
processes or objects. Often, speakers want to visually 
demonstrate something that they cannot physically bring 
with them to the speech. Maybe you’re giving a speech on 
the human brain, and you just don’t have access to a 
cadaver’s brain. Instead of bringing in a real brain, you could 
use a picture of a brain or an image that represents the 
human brain. In this section we’re going to explore four 
common representations: diagrams, maps, photographs, and 
video or recordings. 
Diagrams 
Diagrams are drawings or sketches that outline and explain 
the parts of an object, process, or phenomenon that cannot 
be readily seen. Like graphs, diagrams can be considered a 
type of chart, as in the case of organization charts and 
process flow charts. 
Maps 
Maps are extremely useful if the information is clear and 
limited. There are all kinds of maps, including population, 
weather, ocean current, political, and economic maps, but 
you should be able to find the right kind for the purpose of 
your speech. Choose a map that emphasizes the information 
you need to deliver. 
Photographs & drawings 
Sometimes a photograph or a drawing is the best way to 
show an unfamiliar but important detail. 
Video or audio recordings 
Another very useful type of presentation aid is a video or 
audio recording. Whether it is a short video from a website 
such as YouTube or Vimeo, a segment from a song, or a 
piece of a podcast, a well-chosen video or audio recording 
may be a good choice to enhance your speech. 
There is one major caveat to using audio and video clips 
during a speech: do not forget that they are sup- posed to be 
aids to your speech, not the speech itself! In addition, be 
sure to avoid these three mistakes that speakers often make 
when using audio and video clips: 
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1. Avoid choosing clips that are too long for the overall 
length of the speech. If you are giving a five-minute 
speech, then any audio or video clip you use should be 
under thirty seconds in length. 
2. Don’t fail to practice with the audio or video equipment 
prior to speaking. If you are unfamiliar with the 
equipment, you’ll look foolish trying to figure out how it 
works. This fiddling around will not only take your 
audience out of your speech but also have a negative 
impact on your credibility.  
3. Don’t fail to cue the clip to the appropriate place prior to 
beginning your speech. We cannot tell you the number of 
times we’ve seen students spend valuable speech time 
trying to find a clip on YouTube or a DVD. You need to 
make sure your clip is ready to go before you start 
speaking.
Objects or models 
Objects and models are another form of presentation aid that 
can be very helpful in getting your audience to understand 
your message. Objects refer to anything you could hold up 
and talk about during your speech. 
If you’re talking about the importance of not using plastic 
water bottles, you might hold up a plastic water bottle and a 
stainless steel water bottle as examples. 
If you’re talking about the percussion family of musical 
instruments and you own (and can play) several different 
percussion instruments, you can show your audience in 
person what they look like and how they sound. 
Models, on the other hand, are re-creations of physical 
objects that you cannot have readily available with you during 
a speech. If you’re giving a speech on heart murmurs, you 
may be able to show how heart murmurs work by holding up 
a model of the human heart. 
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